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The Diocese of Norwich ‘Sunday Hope’ Podcast
Sunday 17 May 2020
The Revd Canon Heather Butcher, Bishop's Adviser for Women's Ministry and Rector of the Launditch & The Upper Nar Team Ministry:
Good morning and welcome to this morning’s podcast. I am Heather Butcher the Bishop's Adviser for Women’s Ministry and I’m speaking to you from my home in very rural north west Norfolk at Litcham. The view from my window is of two chestnut ponies who every so often gallop across their paddock for the joy of it.

Today is the sixth Sunday of Easter. My husband Philip will read today’s gospel and Canon Susanna Gunner will be leading our prayers from her home in North Walsham.

You may wish to light a candle as we prepare for quiet and remember the presence of God with us.

Pause

We begin with a prayer:
God our redeemer,

you have delivered us from the power of darkness

and brought us into the kingdom of your Son:

grant, that as by his death he has recalled us to life,

so by his continual presence in us he may raise us

to eternal joy;

through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord,

who is alive and reigns with you,

in the unity of the Holy Spirit,

one God, now and for ever. Amen.
READING

The reading is from the Gospel of John 14.15-21.
Jesus said to his disciples:

15‘If you love me, keep my commands. 16And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another advocate to help you and be with you for ever – 17the Spirit of truth. The world cannot accept him, because it neither sees him nor knows him. But you know him, for he lives with you and will be in you. 18I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you. 19Before long, the world will not see me any more, but you will see me. Because I live, you also will live. 20On that day you will realise that I am in my Father, and you are in me, and I am in you. 21Whoever has my commands and keeps them is the one who loves me. The one who loves me will be loved by my Father, and I too will love them and show myself to them.’
HYMN
Love Divine, All Loves Excelling
HOMILY
I love chocolate. I love the month of May and the fresh green growth and all the spring flowers. I love walking along a beach and dipping my toes in the water. I love sacred choral music and I love my husband. You could make your own list of loves.

I saw on Facebook this week, someone had posted to a friend - “of course you like cricket”, to which the reply was “I don’t like cricket - I LOVE cricket”.

It’s strange that we only have one word to mean so may different things. And there’s more - there is the romantic love a joyful part of relationships which is exploited so successfully each Valentine’s day with red hearts, cards and trinkets.

So we have quite a layer of meaning to wade through as we approach this passage and try to understand what Jesus meant when he said “if LOVE me, you will keep my commandments.

Often we use the word when we are speaking of nice feelings. Feelings of course are part of the religious experience. We have all perhaps had those special moments of revelation and FELT the closeness of God. But these moments are fleeting - as someone once said to me, when I expressed my sadness at having to leave after a week spent on Iona - “you have to come down from the mountain”. Yes we have the transformative mountain top experiences and you will remember Peter wanted to stay on the mount of Transfiguration and build a shelter, but there was work ahead.

So what is Jesus saying when he says “If you love me, you will keep my commandments… Loving God involves a requirement to love his people. 

It is the love that though achingly tired, for umpteenth time gets up in the night to a crying baby.

The love that no matter how frustrating, continues to gently care for a loved one with Alzheimer’s disease.

It is the love that though afraid, works day after day in a COVID-19 Intensive care unit.

The love that lives with the boredom of staying at home to protect other people.

It is the love that is unselfish, unconditional and constant day in and day out. Sacrificial, an effort of the will. 

It is the kind of love St Paul wrote about in his letter to the quarrelling Corinthians. Love is patient and kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It does not dishonour others. It is not self-seeking; it is not easily angered; it keeps no record of wrongs. Anyone who loves another knows that these things don’t happen automatically. They are a life’s work, our life’s work.

I am going to share some words from the Methodist theologian Leslie Weatherhead.

Love in the New Testament is stern and strong. It is not sloppy and sentimental and weak. Love is all the things St Paul described in his letter to the Corinthians. It has steel in it as wells tears and a power greater far than dynamite. Love suffers, entreats, and endures, and fools think this is weakness. But those who oppose love take up arms against the whole universe. Love will not be broken. For love is invincible. 

May we grow in that love and keep the greatest commandment, to love God and to love our neighbour as much as we love ourselves.

THINGS TO PONDER
· What does the word love mean to me?

· When did I have a mountain top experience and feel God close to me?
· Who have I failed to love?
PRAYERS
Let us pray:

Loving God,

when we fail to remember

the power of a smile

or a simple act of kindness:

Forgive the tiredness of our love 

and renew it with the breath of your Spirit. 

When we fail to remember

your tender longing for each one of us,

your boundless mercy when we turn away:

Forgive the tiredness of our love 

and renew it with the breath of your Spirit. 

When we fail to remember

your commandment to love one another,

no ifs, no buts, no exceptions:

Forgive the tiredness of our love 

and renew it with the breath of your Spirit. Amen

We thank you that the darkness of pandemic

has brought to light new ways of loving:

As we pray for all who are sick and dying,

we thank you for the love of those

who - from afar - watch and wait and weep.

As we pray for the well-being of all key workers,

we thank you for the selfless love

which keeps them at work,

and for the growth of loving support between colleagues.

As we pray for the adequate resourcing 

of hospitals, hospices and care homes,

we thank you for the loving creativity

of those who have turned existing skills

to making scrubs and masks and ventilators.

As we pray for the vulnerable, the lonely and the anxious, 

we thank you for the new friendships of neighbours; 

the loving thoughtfulness of those who phone or write;

the energetic love of those who deliver food and prescriptions. 

For all these signs of your kingdom of love among us, we thank you, O God

Amen

Let us pray together as our Saviour taught us:

Our Father, who art in heaven,

hallowed be thy name;

thy kingdom come;

thy will be done;

on earth as it is in heaven.

Give us this day our daily bread.

And forgive us our trespasses,

as we forgive those who trespass against us.

And lead us not into temptation;

but deliver us from evil.

For thine is the kingdom,

the power, and the glory

for ever and ever.  Amen.

HYMN

A New Commandment
BLESSING
We close with the words of blessing from the book of Numbers in the Old Testament:
The Lord bless you and keep you 

The Lord make his face to shine upon you 

and be gracious to you

The Lord lift up his countenance upon you

And give you his peace

and the Blessing for God Almighty

The Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit

be with you with and all those whom you love 

and those for whom you pray

Today and for ever

Amen
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