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In our Gospel reading this Sunday we are invited into the upper room where Jesus has shared a simple meal with his disciples. It’s a scene that evokes a sense of intimacy between Jesus and his friends, however it is also far more than that. To highlight this, we need to know that Judas has just gone out into the night to betray Jesus, which means that we are at a moment of transition in the gospel, as a shadow falls across the page. Knowing about this betrayal Jesus prepares his followers for his death, assuring them that whatever happens they won’t be left bereft and without support. The support they will be given is often called ‘The Helper’ or ‘The Comforter’, gentle words that describe the caring role of the Holy Spirit. However, the Holy Spirit is also called an ‘Advocate’. An advocate is someone who stands alongside  us in times of crisis and distress not simply to care for and support us but also to stand up with us against adversaries and often to speak on our behalf. The name ‘Advocate’ to describe the Holy Spirit implies a steadfast strength to accompany us in the dark times of our lives.

In this week’s gospel reading Jesus gives his disciples a direction, a guide for living that was to become central to the early Christian church, and one that marked the church as different, to the prevailing values and attitudes of the society. The guide Jesus gave was his new commandment. ‘Love one another as I have loved you.’ It was a guide to living together that would naturally attract and draw people, so much so that a pagan Roman citizen who lived around 200AD was quoted as saying: “See how these Christians love each other..”

This chapter in John’s Gospel began with Jesus washing his disciple’s feet, a practical, down to earth expression of loving service that highlights what is at the heart of the Jewish Law, to love God and your neighbour as yourself. Jesus gives this command to love at the very moment when he is about to be taken, humiliated and crucified, and so showing his love for them to the very end. Jesus gives everything – nothing is held back. So, loving one another as Jesus has loved us is both demanding and rewarding. It is demanding in its whole-hearted dedication to others and rewarding in the building of trust and community. 

When John the apostle, wrote the letter we find near the end of the New Testament he picks up this theme and give us some practical advice as to how we might begin and continue to live out this command of Jesus. Basically, he saying, ‘I know it’s a big ask, and we often fall short of this, but let’s start by seeing this as a discipline we can practice, and practice, and practice until it becomes second nature to us.’

Keeping confidences, listening carefully, stopping to talk to those we don’t know well, remembering names, thinking of what we can do to support someone going through a crisis, standing up for someone, being gentle with one another - all these are important strategies for practicing the art of loving. However, Jesus’ promise to send the Holy Spirit also means that we can ask the ‘Comforter, the Advocate’ to empower us in this. In a conversation with a young mother many years ago she spoke about a big failure in her life that had undermined her confidence and sense of self. “How can I move on?” She asked. I said, “The first step might be to ask God to help you to forgive yourself and love your wounded self. For despite what you have done, God still loves you and believes in you, as God does for us all.”
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