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   John 15:9-17, 1 John 5:1-6

I had a remarkable experience this week, a chance to see love in action.  As many of you know, Ken Katzen works as a teacher at the Homewood School, Howard County’s middle and high school program for kids who haven’t been successful in their home schools due to emotional illness or behavior problems.  Months ago, Ken invited me to come out and spend some time with him at Homewood, seeing what he does and meeting some of the other staff and the students.  (I was delighted to receive Ken’s invitation, by the way, and would love to visit any of the rest of you at your place of employment!)  This past Wednesday, I was finally able to take Ken up on his offer.

Homewood is a really remarkable place.  It is housed in a building off of 108 that is only about five years old.  The first thing I noticed when I walked in was how impeccably clean the entire building is—the floors are gleaming, no trash anywhere.  The school has a beautiful gym and a separate weight room, a massive art studio, a sunny cafeteria with a huge stage, a well-kept library.  The next thing I noticed was that there are staff everywhere—smiling, relaxed, talking to students in a calm, friendly tone.  The staff talked to each other, too, complementing each other, laughing, sharing a common meal in the lunchroom.  Everyone I talked to felt good about working at Homewood.  They knew they were someplace special.

I guess this was particularly striking to me because of the difference between Homewood and other off-campus programs for kids with behavior problems that I’ve known.  Both my mother and my younger brother worked in programs like Homewood at various times, and the programs they were in were housed in dumpy, old buildings that had been abandoned when the school district built a new and better school for the “regular” students.  When you walked into those buildings, you knew that you had failed.  You knew that the school district wasn’t proud of you or invested in your future.  You understood, the minute you set foot in the school, that you were a loser.  Homewood had the exact opposite effect, at least on me.  Walking through Homewood, watching the staff interact with the students and with each other, you really got the feeling that this was a place for people who mattered.  

Why is that important?  These kids are in this school, after all, because they have failed in the regular school.  They’re disruptive and disrespectful.  Many of them are drug users, many are gang members.  Should they be rewarded?  Wouldn’t it make more sense of the school to be a tough place, a hard place, so that they would try harder to get their behavior back in line and get out of there?  That was certainly the attitude the school took towards our foster daughter, Kara, who lived with us while she went to high school in Somerville, Massachusetts.  That school pretty much had a single disciplinary action that they took whenever Kara got into trouble, which was often.  They meted out three-day suspensions for most of her infractions, and over the course of her Sophomore year, Kara got suspended eight or nine times.  She got the message loud and clear—we don’t want you in this school.  It’s better when you’re not here.  

Kara responded to the messages she got from her high school by staying away as much as she could and being rude and defiant when she was there.  Their punative approach was completely ineffective in getting her to be more compliant, less disruptive.  I found myself thinking throughout my visit to Homewood about how different Kara’s school experience would have been had she been at a place like Homewood.  Everything in that school, from the building to the staff to the behavior program is positive in its emphasis.  From the moment you walk into the building, the message is loud and clear:  you matter, we believe in you, we’re invested in you, you can succeed here.  The school just pours that message into kids, floods them with that message from every angle, until finally it starts to overflow out of each kid and they start giving some of that positive energy, some of that respect back to the people around them, and eventually, back to themselves.

We know this, don’t we?  After all, the kids at Homewood are no different than us and we know we do better at life when we have love and support.  But there’s something in our nature, something deep in our DNA perhaps, that makes us want to tie love up with a lot of restrictive criteria.  We seem to hold within us a deep belief that love is a prize that we must earn, and so therefore it can be held out to others like a carrot at the end of a stick.  Do the right thing first, and then you’ll be accepted.  Shape up, and then you’ll be lovable.  

That is such an easy thing to believe that we’ll find evidence that supports that belief everywhere we look—including the Bible.  So when we read or hear a passage like the one we just read from the Gospel of John, a passage that says, in part, “If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love,” we are certain what Jesus is saying.  He’s saying that he is going to love the people who do the right thing, the people who follow his rules, his commands.  At that point we tend to stop reading or listening and start thinking about all the things we’ve done wrong, all the ways in which we are unlovable.  

And that’s really too bad, because if we just kept reading, if we just kept listening, we’d find out what Jesus is talking about when he says commandments.  “This is my commandment,” he says.  “Love one another as I have loved you.”  Listen to that again:  Love one another as I have loved you.  Jesus is talking about things that happen in sequence—a chain reaction, if you will.  The first thing that happens is that we are loved.  Jesus loves us.  The second thing that happens is that we love one another.  That’s what his commandment is—and he says that when you step into that chain reaction, you abide in love.  You have a home in love.  You can set up camp there.  You have an address there.  

That’s a little different from the Golden Rule, from the instruction to treat others the way you would like to be treated.  Jesus is really not talking about what we SHOULD do.  He’s talking about what we are ABLE to do, because of who he is, and who we are in him.  We are people who are filled up to overflowing with the love of God.  We have enough to share.  We can let it flow out of us freely because we’re not going to use it up.  We’re not going to run out.

I don’t know about you, but when I hear this message, I am flooded with relief.  If it was just a matter of my behavior or my attitude or my will, I would have run out of luck a long time ago.  Oh, I make an effort, I most certainly do.  But I also lose heart and fall off the wagon.  And there are so many areas of my life that feel like they need work—prayer and giving back and paying attention to my kids and being a good daughter and being attentive to my friends and getting exercise and developing my pastoral skills and on and on.  On any given day I might make a very sincere effort in one area and then, almost immediately, fall off the wagon in some other area.  And so my relationship with God is constantly waxing and waning, with moments of flow, moments of connection almost inevitably followed by a falling away and forgetting of what had been of utmost importance the day before.  If God’s love were contingent on my doing anything, anything at all, I would have a very irregular supply indeed.

And sometimes, I find myself thinking that is in fact what God’s love is like.  I find myself walking around in the world as if it were one giant version of Kara’s high school, a place where I will never quite measure up, a place where I don’t belong, a place where a girl like me just can’t succeed.  I’ll find myself in that place some days, for no reason at all, and it takes a real effort to remind myself that I’m living in a different reality than that one.  I have a different story—and I am so incredibly grateful to Jesus for letting me know what the real story is.  The real story is that this world is a lot more like Homewood than it is like any school I ever went to.  There is a lot of love in this world, love that is poured in from a divine source, love that will not run out, love that overflows from me and you, love that fills the cracks and the empty places.  Knowing this—really living into that truth—changes everything, from how I treat myself to how I treat you to how I pray to how I laugh to how I learn and grow.  

Thanks be to God!
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