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Getting the full impact of Jesus’ words today is not easy. The setting is Jesus’ last supper with his disciples. Today’s 
words come just after Judas has exited the supper room to carry out his master’s betrayal. The die is cast. There is no 
turning back. The cross and death now seem inevitable, beyond avoiding. Jesus looks round at his disciples, ill-prepared 
as they are for the rough and painful ordeal ahead. It is as if Jesus here were a parent on a deathbed, trying to prepare 
children in no way ready. What would a mother or father say in such circumstances? So now with Jesus. “I am with you 
only a little while longer,” he notes with sadness. This is the moment for a few well-chosen words to prepare them – and 
us – for life ahead. Listen again carefully to the words he speaks. They are, so to speak, his deathbed counsel – meant as 
much for disciples today as disciples then. They are deathbed words for Peter, for James, for John – but deathbed words 
as well for Dennis, for Jim, for Judy and Joanie. Jesus says to us: 

I give you a new commandment; love one another. 
Just as I have loved you, so you also should love one another. 
By this shall everyone know you are my disciples – if you have love for one another. 

This is a call for Christians to love Christians, for followers of Jesus to love other followers of Jesus. That might trouble 
some hearers today. Shouldn’t we love everyone? Yes, of course. There are plenty of places in Scripture where we are 
enjoined to love people beyond the Christian pale. But here – on his deathbed – Jesus calls us to have a love for one 
another like his. Not merely mutual tolerance or civil respect. Jesus’ love is sacrificial, self-emptying, giving without 
thought of cost or reward. Then, too, Jesus clearly states how much depends on this command. The whole world will be 
watching. If we fail to love one another, the world will reject us. No casual instruction, this! It is a matter of life or death 
for disciples of Jesus. 

Now that we see Jesus’ words for what they are, how do they speak to today’s Christians? Take a look with me for a 
moment as we feel the pulse of Christ’s love beating in the hearts of today’s Christians. 

Let’s begin by admitting that sometimes the most difficult people to love are the ones to whom we are closest. People we 
often see have more opportunity to annoy us, drive us crazy, make us flare up in rage. People like brothers and sisters. 
People like mothers and fathers. People like other members of the parish committee. 

It’s easier to love the whole world than the person who sits with you on a committee and doesn’t share your point of 
view – much easier. 

It’s easier to be concerned for the economic well-being of people oceans and continents away than to be concerned for 
your brother Catholic who just got fired from his job – especially if you don’t get along. 

It’s easier to forgive Saddam Hussein or Idi Amin than to forgive the person sitting near you today – much easier. 

Strange, we Christians seem to enjoy savaging one another. I recall an observer who once said of the Catholic Church: 
“It’s the only community in the world that shoots its own wounded.” 

How self-styled “liberal” Catholics love to take shots at their more traditional Catholic confreres! And tons of ink are spilt 
in more conservative, self-styled “orthodox” Catholic journals splaying the faults and foibles of more liberal Catholics – 
all with the battle cry of “truth”. 

In our mainstream civil America, we recoil from nasty labels or slurs against Jews, blacks, homosexuals, women. Rightly 
so. Laudably so. Until, it seems, our label is for another Catholic, for a fundamentalist Protestant, for the Pope, or – God 
forbid – the pastor. Then the gloves are off, and Marquis of Queensberry rules apply. 

And of course, we freely take aim at fallen brothers and sisters. A Catholic who stumbles is a target for everyone – 
especially for other Catholics! 

“This is how everyone will know you are my disciples – if you have love for one another.” Not just respect, not just 
tolerance – self-sacrificing, empathetic, reconciling, self-emptying love…nothing less for Jesus. Nothing less for us. 

Today’s suffering of other Christians seems to rouse little concern in us. The number of Christians martyred for the faith 
in the 20th century makes the Roman Coliseum pale by comparison. Catholics and Christians today die by the score. Who 
speaks out? The Pope, of course. But who listens? Few, if any. 

So where do we begin? Two possible suggestions. First, start closest to home. Start with family, neighbors, co-workers. It 
will be hard at first. Giving this kind of love is a little like jogging. It kills at first – our legs hurt, our lungs gasp, our heart 
pants. The next day and the day after that are what really count. Getting started is the hardest part. Finally, speech and 
labels are our favorite weapons. Watch the next time you slur another Christian, as I was labeled just a week ago – a 
dupe or dope for defending the living wage. Loving this way is work, but well worth the effort. Jesus says, the whole 
world is watching. Let’s start the journey now. 


