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 May the words of my mouth, the meditations of our hearts, and the actions of our lives, 

be acceptable in your sight O God, our strength and our redeemer. Amen. 

 I wish I had known about Ashley Brilliant when I was growing up with my three 

brothers, however, I am glad I know about Ashley Brilliant now that I have kids, and step kids 

and an amazing family myself. Cartoonist Ashley Brilliant has a way of summing up personal 

and family situations with insight and humour. There is this one cartoon that pictures a man 

standing at a podium (or maybe it’s a pulpit) and he has one hand decisively raised, and he says 

with great conviction, “The time for action is past! Now is the time for senseless bickering!” 

 Sound at all familiar? Everyone has different experiences of family. The variety of shapes 

families come in is changing, and so we are challenged to name what we mean by family: 

families of one or two or more parents and step parents, with varying gender combinations; 

families formed by lineage or choice, or some combination. But there is something we think of 

when we say family that is deeper than all that. I grew up in a family that was quite close, and 

frankly, quite well kept in check. My folks managed to create a culture in our family more of 

action than of senseless bickering. My mom had four boys in less than five years, which boggles 

my mind and helps me understand the tight organizational systems my folks put in place, likely 

out of survival more than anything. Other families, I have noticed, seem to fly by the seat of their 

pants a little more than ours did. In every family, these close relationships involve an intense 

vulnerability from which flows both deep and abiding joy, and possible deep woundedness. Like 

Piet Hein, 20
th

 century Danish scientist and poet once wrote: “To live in love with saints above, 

that will, indeed, be glory. To live below with saints we know, Ah, that’s a different story." 

 To live below with saints we know... As we read in the scriptures for this morning, Jesus 

says, “Abide in me as I abide in you,” and later he makes it a little more clear that the abiding 

experience is love. “This is my commandment, that you love...” those saints below in the same 

way that he loved- to abide in that love. I for one will try to follow that commandment til my 

dying breath but I am also aware that, as easy as that rolls off the tongue, it can be a piece of 

work to live out in my life, in my family, in the human family. What does that actually mean to 

abide in love in our families when we face hard challenges, when abuse enters the picture, when 

alcohol or drugs are involved, when someone dies without our permission, in the highs and lows 

with our mothers, or our fathers, our children. What does it mean when our kids are being lured 

in by gangs? What does love actually look like, and how do we abide in it? 

 Abide is a funny word that we almost never use anymore, but it is a great word. It 

literally means to live or stay. To abide in, is to take up residence in- to immerse oneself in. My 

abiding place is my home, the place I live, my dwelling. So we are told this is a total immersion 

thing. No one has ever seen God but when we immerse ourselves in love, God becomes real to 

us. Isn’t that lovely? 

 Ah well as lovely a teaching as that is, the real litmus test of our faithfulness to that 

lovely teaching is when it gets hard, when we are in a time of senseless bickering, when someone 

hurts us, when trust is broken, when love is put to the test. And I could go into all the key 

elements that go into our ability to hold on in times like these, elements like communication, 

commitment, self-understanding, faithfulness, determination, humility, choice, magic, fun... there 
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are so many elements, but the reality is, pain is in there too, and work. Sometimes it even means 

leaving, stopping, ending, starting again. Sometimes love is really hard. 

 I talked to a couple who were, at one time, in a terribly dry spell in their love. Neither of 

them could pinpoint what had initially made them stop talking, but whatever it was at first, they 

had ceased to share the things that really mattered to them. And even more, they stopped risking 

sharing how they felt. The oil that made their communication run smoothly seemed to have dried 

up and it was like metal on metal. One said, “If all he’s going to do is snap back, then why 

should I give him something to snap at.” And the other, “I am always the one who breaks the ice 

when things get rough. If she doesn’t care enough to tell me how she feels, then what’s the 

point? I’m not going to do it this time.” This went on for a long time, until neither could take it 

any longer. Finally the dam burst, and one evening it all came pouring out of both of them. It was 

painful but it was refreshing. “I was afraid,” he said, “that I wouldn’t even be able to cry 

anymore- that the well had run dry.” 

 Jesus said, “This is my commandment, that you love one another, that your joy may be 

full." And yet there is a paradox at the center of the love to which we are called- our joy is most 

full when we are most vulnerable, most susceptible. The joy of it, and the pain of it live very 

close together. Abiding in love is choosing to immerse ourselves in vulnerability, which opens us 

to the exquisite and the terrible. Abiding in love is choosing to live in that place where tears and 

laughter come easily, readily, wonderfully, and sometimes painfully.  

Actually, the real mystery of abiding in love is that given how challenging it can be, that we still 

do it- that we persist. There is an amazing compulsion within the human heart that resists giving 

up, and I believe that is where God is alive. We are hard wired to keep at it, to seek out that 

abiding place because I believe somewhere in us we know that our soul belongs there, and that 

God is found there. 

 You see, the words, “you shall love the Lord your God” become, in the end, less a 

command than a promise. And the promise is that, yes, on the weary feet of faith and the fragile 

wings of hope, We WILL love the Lord our God as from the first God has loved us. I wonder 

also if Jesus’ command for us to love one another isn’t similarly as much a promise as a 

commandment. We WILL come to love each other, and our joy will be full. Amen. 


