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Last Sunday I introduced you to Emily.  She was, of course, an imaginary character I made up, a sort of composite of the women and men who structure their living around safety for themselves, which really means structuring their lives around fear.  Truth be told, all of us have a little of Emily in us:  we get hurt, we fear getting hurt again, we look for safety.  That human need for safety, it’s as old as old can be.  In fact, much of what the biblical writers commend or condemn circles around fear and the need for safety, be it safety from a wrathful God or from other human beings or safety from self-destructive acts.

But Jesus’ way of living was so different; his life wasn’t oriented around fear and safety.  Fear wasn’t what motivated him to do something or to not do something.  Nor did he pronounce something good or bad according to its weight on the safety scale.  The Jesus way of living focused on the beauty and bounty of God’s kingdom.  Good was what showed forth the kingdom, let kingdom light shine; bad was what obscured kingdom light.  Good was what healed and brought harmony; bad was what spawned disharmony and violence.  Good was what built community, formed God’s children into a family of kingdom-dwellers; bad was what tore down community and alienated sisters and brothers.

So here it is:  if you and I want to live the Jesus way, we have to resist living the Emily way, because fear is so not about kingdom community.  See, fear may indeed build a community around itself, but it’s a sick kind of community, a closed system which is ever guarding itself from the danger of difference and diversity, utterly unlike the healthy, nurturing community which is open and welcoming, a reflection of the kingdom.  So, if we want to live the Jesus way, we can’t let fear push us around.  As the Apostle Paul writes, we have to live by the Spirit, showing forth kingdom, soaring in kingdom light.

Today we turn to look at the first behavior which Paul says is descriptive of kingdom-dwellers who live by the Spirit.  But before we go any further, there’s something we need to remember.  The several behaviors Paul mentions have to do with the way church members are to treat each other.  True, the whole list of behaviors is applicable to the way followers of Jesus should treat everybody, not just church members.  These behaviors have universal scope, in service of worldwide community and harmony.  But, in this instance, Paul is addressing specifically the behaviors of church members toward each other.  He is adamantly directing the members of the ancient Galatian church to quit their bickering and nitpicking and quarreling and criticizing, to stop tearing down and get on with building church community.

Why; why is he so concerned about communal harmony in the church family itself?  It’s because the Galatian Christians and the Madison Square Presbyterian Christians and members of all Christian churches have a sacred calling to carry the Good News into the world, and we must get on with doing that.  But it requires preparation, and here is where the preparation has to happen.  Here is where we teach each other, learn from each other, pool our gifts, coordinate our work and encourage each other to go out there and live Good News for the sake of a world so much needing that Good News.  But we can’t do that, can’t even begin to prepare ourselves for it, if we are distracted and de-energized by bickering inside the church family itself.  Furthermore, how can the world hope to catch a glimpse of the Good news of God’s love, indeed, how can the world catch a glimpse of anything except hypocrisy, if we preach the way of love and peace, but don’t practice what we preach, not even with fellow church members?

So, the Apostle Paul urges church members to certain behaviors, and what tops the list is love.  Well, Janet is a church member, and she knows she ought to love her fellow church members.  But, there’s that man with the abrasive personality, that woman who takes such delight in gossip, that clique that doesn’t let anybody else in – what Janet feels toward certain members of her church isn’t loving, and she feels guilty about that, bad about even calling herself Christian.

But listen:  it’s a guilt which Janet doesn’t have to carry.  She’s not a bad person, she’s just made a mistake.  She’s defining love the way it’s most often defined in our world, as a feeling.  Thing is, love often is a feeling.  Sometimes it’s romantic, sexual feeling, what the Greek language terms “eros.”  Sometimes it’s the warm feeling of friendship, what the Greek word “philia” means.  But there’s a third word for love in the Greek language, and it’s the word the Apostle Paul is using here.  And get this:  the meaning of this word is what we find most often on Jesus’ lips, when he speaks of love, calling us to love one another.

It’s the word “agape,” and guess what:  agape is not a feeling.  In fact, agape has an odd relationship to the feelings usually associated with love.  Agape can operate where there’s an absence of warm fuzzy feelings; it can operate even when what one is feeling is anger or repulsion or hurt or fear.  See, agape is a matter of the mind.

William Barclay, who was a Church of Scotland theologian, put it like this:  “Agape has to do with mind, not simply an emotion which rises unbidden from the heart; it is a principle by which we deliberately live.”  Agape:  it is thinking oneself into benevolence toward others, then acting in light of that thinking, setting aside feelings which would cause you to behave in another, less than benevolent way.

Agape:  it is first on the list of behaviors for those who would live the Jesus way, those who would live by the Spirit.  It is the primary pre-requisite for building up community, for showing forth the kingdom, for life in the Shepherd’s pasture.  Agape is of utmost importance, and that’s an understatement.

You know, last week I told you that we’d spend one Sunday on each of the behaviors the Apostle Paul commends.  But I’ve changed my mind; we’re going to spend two Sundays on agape, because agape is so very important, really fundamental to all the other behaviors.  So, next Sunday we’ll go a bit deeper into what it means to live this love which doesn’t depend on feelings, indeed extends itself beyond the realm of human emotions.  In the meantime, think about this:  the Apostle Paul isn’t setting us up to fail, sadistically commending a behavior that’s impossible.  Janet can live agape, and so can Emily, and so can we, as we live by the Spirit.
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