B. 6th Sunday of Easter#3


                                                         Jn15: 9-17

Scene

These verses unfold the implications of the mutual indwelling that was the theme of the vine/branch metaphor of 15: 1-6.  Its central theme is “love,” which is an interpretation of what “bearing fruit” means.

Background
We have heard in Jn (12: 28; 13: 31-32; 14:13) that the Father was glorified in the mission of the Son; but now that the Son has completed his mission of bringing life to humanity, the Father is glorified in the continuation of that mission by his Son’s disciples.  They are to “bear fruit.”  These verses explain that that means they are to love.  Sometimes love is interchanged with live or have life.  It becomes clear that Jn means by love something that is not primarily emotional, like “in-love” love.  He means something ethical and even metaphysical.  Love is not a question of unity of will by virtue of an affective relationship, but a unity of being by virtue of a divine quality

Text

v. 9 As the Father has loved me: The relationship of love between the Father and Son is the model for the 

relationship between Jesus and his followers.  The word used in vv. 9, 10, 12, 13a & 17 is agapan\agape.  However, in 13b, 15 7 15 philein\philos is used.  Even though “love” is not primarily affectional, the emotions are not totally without a place in our relationship with God.

v. 10  my commandments...my Father’s commandments:  Sometimes “commandment” is singular,

sometimes plural.  The difference is unimportant.  The loving relationship of mutual indwelling is preeminently a moral union.  Hence, the voluntary keeping of the Master’s commandment(s) shows love.  Whether singular or plural, the term refers primarily to love in its various manifestations. Yet, the moral unity is not a result of human moral effort or behavior but a consequence of a metaphysical unity caused by God’s initial grace.

v. 11 joy: Joy is presented as flowing from the obedience and love of which Jesus has spoken, the result or byproduct of a right relationship with God (if we may here use Pauline terms).  Jesus’ own

joy springs from his union with the Father, which finds expression in obedience and love.  Thus “my joy” is equivalent to “my peace”.  It is a salvific gift.

v. 12 my commandment: The plural was used in v. 10, but now the thought is narrowed down to the 

single, all-embracing commandment of 13: 34.

Love one another: The tense used here (present subjunctive) suggests that their love for one another should be continuous and life-long.  Keeping the commandment(s) is not presented so much as an ethical precept to be reached by effort as a word lived in action, a more or less natural expression or outcome of an inner motivation, love. In other words, it is a sacrament, albeit a non-ritualized sacrament, the visible or external expression of and invisible, internal reality.

v. 13: Christian love does not simply consist in laying down one’s life at the end of one’s physical life. It encompasses a lifetime. The self-sacrificial attitude of Jesus culminated in his crucifixion, but was evident throughout his life in the way he led his life.

v. 14 You are my friends: The use of the word “friend” (Gk philos) makes possible a further distinction

within the concept of mutual love, as the next verse will show.

v. 15 servant no longer: Here Jn takes the normal situation of a slave or servant (Gk doulos) as one who

 “does not know what his master is doing” in order to contrast it with the normal situation of a “friend” (Gk philos) where there is mutual intimacy and confidence on equal terms.  Jesus has given them this kind of confidence in imparting to them the full message of salvation from the Father.  However, the distinction should not be understood as exclusionary.  In NT thought the Christian remains a doulos, a slave, from the viewpoint of service that he or she should render, but from the viewpoint of intimacy with God he or she is much more than a doulos.  (In the Bible doulos, “slave” or “servant” of God is no term of opprobrium. Moses, Joshua, David, Paul and James are all called “slave” and they glory in the title.) There is no esoteric group of “friends” within the wider Christian community.  All Christian believers are “friends of Christ”, though not necessarily friends of one another. Nor should we understand this verse to mean that obeying Jesus’ commandment(s) makes one a philos.  Such obedience is not a test of whether or not one is loved by Jesus, but naturally flows from being loved by Jesus. Thus, “friend” and “slave” are not mutually exclusive, but two ways of grasping the scope and various dimensions of this profound relationship a follower has with Jesus and through him with Jesus’ Father.

v. 16 You did not choose me: Like v. 15 the distinction here should not be pressed too hard.  It is Semitic 

in emphasis.  The initiative always rests with Jesus himself.  However, the disciples do have a choice as well.  Their part is one of a freewill response to a love already given, and as such entails submitting themselves voluntarily to his will in loving obedience.

v. 17 whatever you ask: As before in v. 7 and also in 14: 3, the disciples’ prayer is for grace to continue

Jesus’ mission.  They pray “in my name”, i.e., as his representatives.  Therefore, the answer is assured.  The reference is not to prayer in general, but is strictly parallel to “go and bear fruit”. 

Love one another: This is the substance of all that Jesus has been saying.  Love, especially mutual love, but agape love, expresses faith in Jesus.  

Reflection

Jesus is really the only human with eternal vision. He shares that vision with us. He is the only one who has been there and we have confidence in what he says more because we have confidence in him than because we happen to agree with his words. With that vision Jesus can clarify matters that would otherwise continue to befuddle us. But we have to know his method if we are to grasp his message. He is, after all, a Semite talking to a Semitic people, both sharing the Semitic mindset about reality. Thus, when Jesus says, “It is this and not that,” he is not speaking like a Greek logician who would conclude that “this” is exclusive of and outside of “that.” The logical principle is that “something cannot both be and not be at the same time.” However, the Semitic way of expression is different. To say, for instance, “I now no longer call you slaves, but friends,” does not mean that we are no longer slaves, but that we are also friends, more than slaves. We are both slaves and friends, rather than (as a Greek would mean) we are not slaves but friends. If we forget this difference and interpret the Semitic speaking Jesus as though he were an educated Greek, then we will surely miss his point. Jesus is saying to us that, though we remain his and his Father’s slaves from one point of view, namely, unqualified service, we are also, from another point of view, more than slaves, i.e., friends. We are both.

Jesus’ method is to put two images up on the screen (of our mind’s eye) at the same time and compare and contrast them so that we can better grasp and appreciate what it the same and what is different and discard what is truly inconsistent with the eternal point of view. Here he puts up on the screen both the slave image and the friend image so that we can better grasp what he has done in letting us in on the inner mind of God by revealing to us the eternal dimension and its implications for behavior in time. That is tantamount to making us his friends, all of us, not just the Twelve disciples. A slave might be able to anticipate a master’s wishes by virtue of the master’s consistency. Disciples of Christ, aware of God’s fidelity in the past, can pretty well guess what God and Christ would want them to do. However, that is mere obedience, blind obedience even. Jesus is saying that there is more to it than that. There is an inner intimacy with him that not only reveals his will but his heart and mind. It is a sharing in and of his life, a personal knowledge of him, not just a knowledge of his wishes or orders. On this level, there is little difference between the “life” shared by the vine with the branches and “love” as the external expression of the inner shared life.

Just as Jesus put two images side by side on the screen in the case of “friend” and “slave” (as he did with “shepherd” and “hireling” in Jn10) so he puts up agape and philia, sacrificial love and friendship love to compare, contrast, and better appreciate both. One cannot be friends with another unless there is equality. Although a parent and child can be like friends, they can never really be friends. There needs to be equality for friendship to exist. A husband who thinks himself superior to his wife cannot be her friend and vice versa. So, in what way are we equal to Christ? The answer is obvious. Jesus is human and so are we. Now we get a better insight into why God became human, equal with us. His love is so great and incomparable that he not only wanted to save us from ourselves, he also wanted to restore the relationship of intimacy we lost when we sinned. God wants to be friends with us as well as be God with us. So he became human to make that possible. Now, we realize that that is not the only dimension of our relationship with God. He is still above us as Father, but, nonetheless, one with us as Son. We remain slaves, but willing slaves, slaves voluntarily, and so obedient to the transcendent God’s wishes. Yet, we become friends as well, not only working for God but playing with him, enjoying union and communion with him, as a gift, his decision first, then our acquiescence. It is Christ’s humanity that makes the latter possible and his love, along with our freewill faith in him, which makes it real.

In his farewell speech to his disciples Jesus revealed a dimension of his relationship with them and us that we cannot imagine getting any better. That he would love us in the agape sense is overwhelming in and of itself; but that he would consider us his friends is both beyond comprehension and within our grasp.

Key Notions

1. A dismal or gloomy Christian is a contradiction.

2. The intimate knowledge of himself that Jesus has revealed to us is the basis for friendship with him.

3. We cannot be friends with Jesus unless we also love as God loves, i.e. act in the best interests of others, even those we do not like.

4. We are slaves of Christ (God) in terms of service (doing), but friends in terms of intimacy (being).

Food For Thought

1. Formal and Informal: When we are praying in the Liturgy we stand before God in a formal (and communal) way. We address God in formal terms- God, Father, Lord, etc. We stand beneath him as his servants and slaves, ready to listen to his word and carry it out. However, this stance does not exhaust our relationship with the Lord God. In and through Jesus we are also his friends. In private prayer we may also be formal and address God with the same respect for his transcendence as we do in public and communal prayer. However, we are privileged to be able to address God in informal ways as a friend would speak with a friend. We would not dare do this except that Jesus has told us it is okay. We can use the way we relate to our friends, equals, as the model for informally and spontaneously speaking with the Lord. In our moment-to-moment conscious contact with him we need not stand on formality. We can even laugh with the Lord as we see ourselves as he sees us. We can be so unguarded, as we are with our friends, that we will find ourselves saying silly things and laughing with the Lord about it. This kind of prayer is simply fun, having fun with the Lord, just like we do with friends. And we find that the Lord reveals a side of himself we would not otherwise be privy to were it not for this friendly mode of relating to and with him. We find ourselves talking to the Lord about minute things and events, asking his opinion or perspective on things that really would not matter otherwise. The awareness that we are friends with the Lord lets us relax in his presence in a way that being his slave or servant would not. Of course, this takes nothing away from the fact that we will never be anywhere close to equality with God. It’s just another avenue the Lord lets us enter upon in our daily advance into further intimacy and union with him. We know that and that helps us to never be flippant with the Lord, never take him for granted. Nonetheless, we would never have figured this out for ourselves. Jesus had to reveal this to us. Otherwise, who would dare talk with God as a friend? True, there is precedence for this in the dialogues of Abraham with God, but we are not Abraham. Jesus is a different story. We are friends with God because we are Jesus’ friends. That friendship is Jesus’ idea, his choice, not ours. If he never said such we would still have joy at experiencing the grace of God. But this adds to our joy and really makes it complete. Really, what more could we be in relation to God than to be his friend? Child is great, but friend is gravy. We are privileged to be both.

2. Practical implications: If I am the Lord’s friend because I am a Christian and you are his friend for the same reason, it makes it all the more likely that we can be friends too. Even if we can’t, for everyone does not like all their friends’ friends, we can still love each other in the agape sense more easily. The Lord has made agape love as easy as he can for us by adding this dimension to our personal relationship with him. Certainly, knowing that you are a friend of my friend causes me to respect you even before I know you. And those who are not Christian are potential Christians, and so potential friends of Christ. Thus, they should be treated the same way. Being Christ’s friend is not a cause to gloat, but it surely is a cause to rejoice. A rejoicing person is much more apt to love in the godly sense than one who is dismal, hypercritical, negative, or self-centered.
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