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Sermon for the Opening of Synod 2019 
May 24, 2019 
 
John 15:12-17 
 
Jesus said: “This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.  No one has 
greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. You are my friends if you do what I 
command you.  I do not call you servants any longer, because the servant does not know what the 
master is doing; but I have called you friends, because I have made known to you everything that I 
have heard from my Father. You did not choose me but I chose you. And I appointed you to go and 
bear fruit, fruit that will last, so that the Father will give you whatever you ask him in my name.  I am 
giving you these commands so that you may love one another.” 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
The group of eight pilgrims from our diocese has just arrived in the village of Butbut – Ngibat 
(Butbut) high in the Cordillera mountains in the Northern Philippines. The villagers of Butbut are 
waiting for us as we pull up in the SUV and van that has taken us over the scary, winding dirt road 
to the village. As we walk up the slight incline to where the villagers are standing, they burst into 
song.  At the end of their singing, they give each of us a glass of water and encourage us to drink. 
This sip of their water will mean that all of us are now under the protection of the village. 
 
Later at the local parish’s celebration of our visit, Bishop Brent Alawas points to an older man sitting 
on one of the benches lining the walls of the parish hall for those watching the singing and dancing.  
The man is wearing a green Brotherhood of St. Andrew tee shirt and has a wide grin.   
 
“Five years ago, that one” Brent says “was one of the leaders of the violence between Butbut and 
another village. Now he has Jesus and the Church.”   
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I look at the happy, tee-shirted man, and I repeat to myself in a mixture of wonder and disbelief: 
“Now he has Jesus and the Church.”  
 
Jesus on the night of his betrayal and arrest kneels at the feet of his disciples, and in an act of 
intimacy and humility, washes their feet and gives them his final message: they are to love one 
another using a new standard for that love. They are to love one another as he has and will love 
them, through a love that risks itself and that goes the distance, through a love that intentionally 
gives itself for the sake of the other and for the sake of their collective mission, a mission taken on 
by us in what we call the Church. 
 
And while we may think that meditating on this is something reserved for Holy Week when we 
actually enact a part of what Jesus did that night, the framers of the weekday Eucharistic lectionary 
decided to place Jesus’ words about loving one another here in Easter season to remind us about 
what life after the resurrection should focus on. And, here on the first day of our Synod, by some 
divine coincidence, we all get to hear it and meditate on it together. And for that I’m thankful. 
 
I’m thankful that we get to hear it because, we all have been given the same thing that the man in the 
green tee shirt in a remote village in the Philippines has been given—Jesus and the Church—and we 
always need to learn more about what this actually means in our lives. I’m thankful we get to hear it 
because when we come together to pray and to work in Synod we come with all our diversity of 
personality, experience, thought, and opinion, and so we need a reminder about what it means to 
love one another.  And I’m thankful we get to hear it because in July we’re hosting the General 
Synod, a coming together of the Anglican Church of Canada with all its diversity of personality, 
experience, thought and opinion. And we, you and I, will have the opportunity, with God’s help, to 
love one another, as a kind of way of receiving our many guests who may come to us excited, or 
confused or stressed out. 
 
And so let’s look at what John’s Gospel says about loving one another, for in John, Jesus views this 
love as the distinguishing mark of the community we call the Church that will continue to exist in 
the world in Jesus’ name.  
 
To get at this, we need to go back to Chapter 13 when Jesus tells his disciples that he is going to die.  
 
“Little children, I am with you only a little longer. You will look for me; and as I said to the Jews so now I say to you, 
‘Where I am going, you cannot come.’ I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved 
you, you also should love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one 
another.” 
 
Later in this same speech Jesus picks up the theme of love again, and we come to our passage for 
today. And this is where John’s Jesus has some distinctive things to say to us about the kind of love 
he is talking about.  
 
“This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. No one has greater love than this, to lay 
down one’s life for one’s friends. You are my friends if you do what I command you. I do not call you servants any 
longer, because the servant does not know what the master is doing; but I have called you friends, because I have made 
known to you everything that I have heard from my Father. You did not choose me but I chose you. And I appointed 
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you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last, so that the Father will give you whatever you ask him in my name. I am 

giving you these commands so that you may love one another. 
 
If we take these two passages together what we find out is this: While in the other gospels Jesus 
exhorts his disciples to love their neighbors and even their enemies, in John, Jesus exhorts his 
disciples to love each other.  In other words, in these passages, Jesus is speaking of in-house love, 
Christians loving other Christians, members of local Christian faith communities loving each other. 
To be more specific Jesus is saying to the people of St Mary’s: “Love each other.” Jesus is saying to 
the people of Holy Trinity: “Love each other.” Jesus is saying to the people of Christ Church: “Love 
each other.” Jesus is saying to the people of the Diocese of New Westminster, “Love each other.”  
Jesus is saying to the people of the Anglican Church of Canada: “Love each other.” And Jesus is 
saying to the people of the Anglican Communion: “Love each other.” (And I could go on!) 
 
But as we know, this emphasis on in-house love doesn’t make John's commandment to love easier 
to follow at all. Many argue, in fact, that one of the reasons John’s Jesus is so focused on Christians 
loving each other is that the community to which John’s Gospel was addressed was, itself, in deep 
conflict. Yes, in some situations it’s easier to love one’s enemies than it is to love those with whom 
we live, those with whom we work, those close to us with whom we may disagree, and those with 
whom we pray day after day.  
 
But what is the nature of the love that Jesus invites us to engage in?  
 
"No one has greater love than this,” Jesus says, “to lay down one's life for one's friends" For John’s 
Jesus, then, “love is not about disposition or “feeling.” Love is something one does.” (Gench) Love 
seeks the well-being of others in concrete efforts on their behalf, even if this means the giving of our 
very lives in the process, giving in a way that costs us. 
 
In this respect, Jesus’ commandment in John has a different character than what the other Gospels 
say about discipleship. For in John’s Gospel, Jesus speaks of the fullness and abundance of love that 
would lay its life down for the other rather than following Jesus being about self-emptying, self-
denial and self-sacrifice. Loving one another comes as an outgrowth, then, of a generous God who 
takes on flesh and all that that will mean, so that we “ ‘might have life, and have it abundantly" a 
love that spills out of the "fullness we have all received" from him, "grace upon grace.’ ” (Gench) 
 
And you and I know about this in our day-to-day parish life.  We know how when we have each 
other’s back, when we extend and keep extending ourselves toward each other even in the midst of 
all the tensions that inevitably come our way these days in parishes, that a kind of emotional and 
spiritual glue is created that tastes of fullness and abundance.  And I have seen that, at the right time, 
out of this kind of loving one another, out of this kind of fullness and abundance possibilities 
emerge that we had never imagined. And we also know what it’s like when this kind of loving one 
another is not present in our parishes. 
 
In some of the more conflicted days in one of our parishes, as I met with the leadership there my 
repeated refrain to them was this: “you have to build harmony at the core of who you are in order to 
do anything.” I repeated this so much, in fact, that the rector of that parish talked about putting it on 
a tee shirt.  Likewise a group of us last year was in a meeting with a parish that was struggling with 
its finances.  I had heard that some of the leadership had been blaming some of the other leaders 
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about their financial situation before we got to the meeting.  At the meeting we too began to 
experience some of this same thing. What I told them was this: “Your financial situation will not kill 
you.  This behaviour will kill you.” 
 
Likewise I have seen parishes in this diocese who had thought they were down for the count but 
through their dedication to each other and their readiness to offer that same dedication, for example, 
to a new incumbent, I have seen those parishes be able to do things together that they would never 
have imagined, even in the midst of the tensions and differences that are a part of all parishes and 
can become even more pronounced when a parish is struggling. 
 
But before we think that what Jesus is saying is only about in-house relationships, we need to remind 
ourselves of something else that Jesus says in these passages. Mutual love in the Christian 
community is crucial not only for the community's life together but also for its public witness and its 
ability to love others outside the community. In this regard, then, we can think about the Christian 
community in its many forms—the parish church, the deanery and the archdeaconry, this diocesan 
Synod and the General Synod, itself, as schools for love, schools where what we are able to do for 
and with each other make us authentic witnesses to the love of God we have received in Christ Jesus 
and prepare us for loving our neighbours and loving our enemies.   
 
Which brings us to the final dimension of love in John—the love that we share with one another is 
the love that friends have for each other.  
 
Jesus says: “You are my friends if you do what I command you. I do not call you servants any 
longer…but I have called you friends.” Friendship, Jesus says, is the very essence of the love Christ 
has for us. It is, in fact, how John describes the meaning of Jesus' death: “No one has greater love 
than this, to lay down one's life for one's friends.” The cross, therefore, demonstrates the extent to 
which God's reconciling love in Christ is willing to go. It is a love without limits, a love “to the end.” 
To John's way of thinking, the power of this kind of love is “utterly compelling, drawing us to Christ 
like a magnet “And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.”) and 
overcoming our alienation from God.” (Gench)  
 
And, furthermore, as “friends,” we are made partners in the divine mission. That partnership has to 
do with the kind of relationship friendship is all about—a relationship in which we have been 
brought in on things, in which we have been spoken to truthfully in love, in which we are engaged in 
straight talk, in honest speech, not in useless flattery or running from things that actually need to be 
said.  This is the kind of relationship God in Christ has created with us and the kind of relationship 
that God wants us to have with each other, for the joy of it, for the fullness of it, and for the sake of 
drawing others into to the broader mission of love to and for the world. 
 
And so to return to the man in the tee shirt with the big grin on his face watching the singing and 
dancing to welcome outsiders into an Anglican Christian community in the Northern Philippines, I 
believe Bishop Alawas had it right, so right, when he nodded in his direction saying “that one now 
has Jesus and the Church” for at least according to the Gospel of John, you can’t have the one 
without the other.  You can’t have Jesus without a group of people who have been made friends of 
God and who have been given a mission—to befriend and love each other and thereby, to live the 
divine life that Christ himself lived, a life of friendship and love that witnessed to God’s love for all 
humanity—for insiders, for neighbours and, yes, for our enemies.  
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And so in this Synod and in this upcoming year, let’s practice that love, that friendship.  Let’s 
practice it across ages, and genders and cultures and orientations and theologies and personalities.  
Let’s be as Christ to one another here as we engage in discussions that activate our opinions and 
convictions and our need to be heard. Let’s be as Christ when we return to our parishes with all the 
issues and opportunities before us. And let’s be as Christ as our General Synod and its people 
approach—both in terms of the clock ticking down and in terms of people actually approaching by 
car, plane, train, bicycle, scooter and on foot. Let’s be the love of Christ that shows up as a friend of 
God and a friend to others.  Let’s be the love of Christ that speaks honestly, that risks it all and that 
stretches, that gives in costly ways and that goes the distance.  
 
Let’s practice loving one another, for we have Jesus, and we are the Church. 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Source drawn on for Biblical interpretation: Frances Taylor Gench: Interpretation April 2004 


