I Love My Mother, But . . .

1 John 4 : 7-21
Easter 5 

Want a quick test to know if someone is from the East or the West? Cross cultural researchers use this question to explore the nature of the differences between East and West, and their respective perceptions of life, language, and relationships? Here is the question: “I love my mother, but . . . .” 

Ask a person raised in “Western” culture and a person who grew up with an “Eastern” world view to finish this sentence, “I love my mother, but . . .” 

Even today, on Mother’s Day, every one of us can immediately come up with a “but.” 

“I love my mother, but . . . . 
she makes me into a mommie’s boy!” 

“I love my mother, but . . . . 
she makes me go to church every Sunday.” 

“I love my mother, but . . . . 
she is too strict on me..” 

“I love my mother, but . . 
she doesn’t love my dad.” 

“I love my mother, but . . 
she makes me baby sit my brothers and sisters.” 

“I love my mother, but . . 
I don’t like her boyfriend.”

“I love my mother, but . . 
she makes me enroll in too many after school activities.”

“I love my mother, but . . 
she never lets me go anywhere by myself.”
In other words, in Western culture what comes after “I love my mother, but . . .” is usually a negative remark. Our love is tempered by our knowledge of our mother’s human foibles and frailties, or maybe things she does for our own best interest, we don’t like. 

But the Eastern answer is typically quite different. 

“I love my mother, but . . . is finished with comments like this: 

“I love my mother, but . . . 
I will never be able to show her how much.” 

“I love my mother, but . . . 
I can never repay what she has done for me.” 

“I love my mother, but . . . 
she has done so much for me all my life I can never thank her enough.” 

“I love my mother, but . . . 
she works so hard for her family.” 

In a similar vein, we might apply this to teachers, to grandparents, to mothers-in-law, to aunts, to godparents, to senior adults who mentor children at school, to Sunday School teachers, to youth leaders.  Some people never have children, but are mother substitutes.  In this vein, since both of the sons I raised are deceased, I have received cards and pictures from my grandchildren and daughter-in-law for Mother’s Day.  

The “Eastern” answer does not use “but” to water down the love. The “Eastern” answer does not use “but” as an eraser to what preceded it. Instead, the “but” adds more feeling and flavor to the love. The first expression of “I love my mother” issues in increased revelations about the belovedness of mother and the connectedness of the child. 

Why is the Western tendency to dilute expressions of love with some sort of criticism? Why is the Western tendency to diminish our love by putting some distance between us and our mother? After revealing the vulnerability of great love, we seek shelter behind a wall that can keep the beloved at a distance. 

Wait a minute: Love is not supposed to be safe. Love is not supposed to be easy. Love is not supposed to be a kind of equal partnership or reciprocal relationship. 

The ones we love are not supposed to be “perfect.” But it is the choice to love others that matures and perfects each one of us. In this week’s 1 John text, the writer insists on two things about God. First, God is love (1 John 4:8). Not “love is God,” but “God is love.” God’s presence and power are known and revealed in this world through the expression of love. 

Second, the 1 John text highlights one specific loving action that God has taken on our behalf. “God sent his only Son into the world so that we might live through him” (1 John 4:9). This is God’s love as parental love, the God whose love for the Son is so great that it is used to save the whole world. 

Knowing these two things about God is the basis for all God’s children to love: “Since God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another” (1 John 4:11). In fact, it is in this expression of love for our brothers and sisters that we bring God’s presence into this world and are “perfected” by that love. Love changes us. Love changes the world. But we can only love if we have first been loved. 

Which is why I love “Mother’s Day” so much. 

The presence of a parent’s love is a child’s whole world. The absence of that love creates a terrible alternative universe. I’m sure lots of Moms received treasured gifts this Mother’s Day. 

I will always remember that the Saturday before my adopted son died, he came by to bring me flowers and a Mother’s Day card.  I have saved the card, because I am a card-saver.

Some mothers receive flowers ripped out of the flowerbed. 

Breakfasts of burnt toast and snotty eggs. 

Mysterious clay creations whose purpose has not yet been determined. 

Hugs and kisses that came with their own flavor and degree of stickiness. 

Art works that no one would appreciate, but the mother.

And I’ll bet not one Mom here this morning frowned at the flowers, bemoaned her breakfast, or pitched her pottery. Not one sticky kiss or muddy hug was rejected. 

I have saved to this day my son’s framed art works, a scrap book of his childhood drawings, and ceramics he made, even though he died over 20 years ago.  I have on my wall picture my  older son gave to me.  As my daughter-in-law put on his grave marker:  “Forever in our hearts.”  Though our children’s love is imperfect and our love for them is imperfect, the love still binds us into eternity.    

Love accepts the love that is offered to it. A child’s expression of love for Mom on Mother’s Day is accepted with an overflowing heart, no matter how imperfect that expression might be. 

As children grow up we all continue to test the strength of parental love. 

“I love my mother, but . . . I ditched school, and hung out at the mall instead.” 

I had one son who decided not to go to school one day, but we still loved each other.

I had a son whose friend drove his  parents’ car when they were under age (don’t any of you youth try it), but we still loved them.

“I love my mother, but . . . I’ve been using drugs and alcohol and now I’m losing control.” 

I had a son who tried alcohol, but we still loved one another.

“I love my mother, but . . . I’m dropping out of college.” 
I have a grandson who loves his mom, but despite the good grades he has always had, he decided not to study Biology this year.  Now he is on the right track doing well and planning to work as a bus boy or washing dishes.   

“I love my mother, but . . . now I’m in jail.” 

How do we respond to expressions of love that are so broken, so limited, so stunted by human weakness? By loving one another. 

At the close of John’s gospel Jesus is speaking with Peter. Peter the Rock. But Peter the Rat. Peter who denied Jesus three times. Peter who walked on water. But Peter the stone who sank into the waves. 

Before Jesus ascends to the Father, he wants one final conversation with Peter. It is one of the most moving, most poignant moments in all the New Testament. Jesus turns to Simon Peter, the one to whom Jesus is about ready to entrust the birthing of the church, and asks him one simple question: 

“Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?” (John 21:15) 

When Jesus asks Peter if he “loves” him Jesus uses the term “agape.” “Agape” love is the selfless, all-encompassing, all consuming divine love. “Agape” love is the love God has for the world. “Agape” love is the love that sent the Son into the world. So the real translation goes like this: 

“Simon, do you agape me?” 

Peter responds quickly to Jesus’ question. “Yes Lord, you know that I love you.” But what Peter does is to change the word for love from “agape” to “philia.” Peter actually answers Jesus like this: “Yes Lord, you know that I philia you.” 

“Philia” is known as “brotherly” love. “Philia” is the warmth and affection found among friends and family. It is the most familiar love. It is a very human kind of love. That is the love Peter offers to Jesus. 

So Jesus tries again. For a second time Jesus asks his top disciple, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” Again Jesus asks Peter if he “agape” loves him. “Peter, do you agape me.” 

Again, Peter answers his master quickly, “Yes Lord, you know that I love you.” But again, as he had the first time, Peter offers Jesus “philia” love. Peter extends his love to Jesus, but it is limited, fragile, faulty. “Yes, Lord, I philia you.” 

And here is where Jesus shows us the real nature of agape love. Jesus then comes down to Peter’s level, accepts the best that Peter can offer, and the third time asks him a whole new question: 

“Simon, do you philia me?” 

Jesus is saying to Peter, and to us, you are who you are, Peter. If that is the best you are capable of at that time and space in your life, it’s okay. I’ll take it. 

In other words, Peter can only offer Jesus a lumpy ashtray, a snotty breakfast, a broken flower. Peter’s faith is still that of a child’s. He is not yet “a Rock,” he is just rock candy, a pebble, a sandstone. 

The power of “agape” love is in its grace and compassion. Jesus meets Peter where he is. Jesus accepts Peter’s love, however bent and basic it might be. That’s why for the third time Jesus asks his top disciple, his companion, his friend, “Simon, son of Jonah, do you love me?” 

But this time Jesus takes it down a notch. This time Jesus welcomes the sticky kiss. This time Jesus asks Peter, “Do you “philia” me”? 

If Jesus proved his agape love by stooping to Peter’s level, Peter proved his philia love by taking offense at being asked about his love for a third time. Peter doesn’t even register the grace Jesus has extended him. Peter, now with some exasperation, only repeats what he has asserted before: “You know that I philia you.” 

The love that bends and extends, the love that reaches out and brings in, that is “agape” love. 

The love that sent the Son into the world for our redemption was “agape” love. 
The love that hung on the cross was “agape” love. 

The love that destroyed the power of death forever was “agape” love. 

The love that sacrifices and puts others first, the love that will take rejections and betrayals and still come back for more, that kind of agape love is “mother’s love.” 

I love this passage from Hosea 11:1: 

When Israel was a child, I loved him. It was I who taught them to walk. . . I took them up in my arms. I was to them like those who lift infants to their cheeks . . . I bent down to them and fed them. 

But whether you can rise to a mother’s bent love, to agape love, this morning, you need to hear the message of the gospel: “God loves you, and God takes you in God’s arms and loves you, and bends down to you so far and so much that God will accept whatever love you can muster. And God will bless and bring your love, no matter how pitiful and puny that love may be, to new heights and depths of mission. 

I want you all to stand right now: put your fingertips from your right hand up against the fingertips of your left hand. You have just made a bridge. But if you bend your fingertips together, and let your joined thumb tips drop a little downward, your hands create a heart. Let me show you what I mean: . . . [stand in front of them and make a heart with your two hands.] 

How you formed this heart with your hands is what “agape” love does—-it joins together and bends a little to meet the other. Heart Love is what our mothers have given us. And Heart Love is what we are to give the world. 

Now put this heart up to your face, and look at the world through the heart that your hands have made. 

Now, that’s real agape love. Let’s look at the world this week through Heart Love, that others may know that “God is Love.” 
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