Love one another as I have loved you (John 13:34)
John Goldingay

We read that in church last week and I wondered how Jesus loved them, and whether they did love each other the same way.  
The rest of the story in John 13 told me the answer to the first question.  He loved them by lowering himself, serving them, washing their feet.  One of the distinctive features of California that I appreciate is the way people collect their dog poop when they take their dogs for a walk.  When I lived in Britain people didn’t do that, and one’s children often traipsed dog poop into the house.  We then had to clean it up.  In Jerusalem I imagine people came into the house with all sorts of unpleasant things on their feet.  Jesus cleaned it up for them.

He loved them by confronting them and arguing with them.  Peter didn’t want Jesus lowering himself by washing the muck of his feet (maybe he realized he would have to do the same).  Jesus argued back.  “OK, not just my feet, my whole body,” Peter said.  Jesus argued again: “Just your feet.”  Last week the Presiding Bishop of the Episcopal Church in the USA and the Episcopal Archbishop of Nigeria were exchanging confrontational letters and the New York Times called it a war of words.  But there’s nothing wrong with Christian leaders confronting each other.  It can be an expression of love.
But most of all Jesus loved them by giving himself for them.  Lowering himself and cleaning the poop off their feet was a picture of what God had been doing over the centuries, keeping the world in existence and keeping Israel in existence and not giving up on it and not getting offended (well, not terminally offended).  God had never run out of the capacity to forgive the world and forgive Israel, and now as God’s representative Jesus takes that to the omega point.
So did they love one another as he loved them?  The account of the beginnings of the church in Acts suggests they did not do too badly.  They did it by being generous to one another when they were needy.  A century later a theologian, Tertullian, reports on the way pagans note how Christian love one another, and that generosity is what they were talking about.  Those first Christians sold property and land so that other members of the community could have their needs met.  Think of it.  It was their future, their pension.  They sold it to benefit brothers and sisters in need now.
They confronted one another and they argued with one another.  They argued when the sharing with the needy wasn’t working too well and some people thought their widows were being neglected when other widows were being looked after.  Paul and Barnabas and Peter and James and others argued about whether believers in Jesus needed to be circumcised.  Paul and Barnabas argued with each other about whether to take John Mark with them on a mission.  Arguing was how they sorted out things of a practical kind and a theological kind and a missional kind.
And they accepted each other in their weakness.  The aforementioned Peter had gone from arguing with Jesus to betraying him.  So the disciples would never have anything to do with him again?  On the contrary, through those early scenes in the church’s life Peter is the leader, as impetuous as ever (but impetuous for Christ), and the community evidently accepts him and love him.  Maybe even Judas could have come back and been accepted back if he had chosen to come back.

Love one another as I have loved you.  Yes, he showed them the way, and they were not bad at following it.
