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“A Family Resemblance” 

Text: John 15:9-17 

 

God of infinite love and extraordinary grace, we come before you seeking your insight for 

our imperfect lives.  Through your steadfast love, help us to draw closer to you that we 

might provide a living example of your beloved community here in this time and place.  

Amen. 

 

On March 18, 1958, the Trappist monk Thomas Merton was running errands in Louisville.  

There was nothing particularly momentous about that moment or the errands he was running.  If 

I recall the story correctly, he was picking up supplies to bring back to the Gethsemani 

Monastery.  But standing there on the corner of Fourth and Walnut Streets, he had a moving 

spiritual experience.  There were people coming and going, heading to work and to meetings, 

likely giving only a passing glance to this Trappist monk who had paused from his errands.  But 

he experienced a mystical vision that he described this way: 

 

“I was suddenly overwhelmed with the realization that I loved all those people, that they were 

mine and I theirs, that we could not be alien to one another even though we were total strangers.  

It was like waking from a dream of separateness, of spurious self-isolation in a special world, the 

world of renunciation and supposed holiness…. 

 

“And if only everyone could realize this!  But it cannot be explained.  There is no way of telling 

people that they are all walking around and shining like the sun.”  What a powerful insight.  

Merton felt the tremendous connection to the people around him and saw a beauty shining from 

each of them.  Imagine the power of stopping what you are doing, looking around at the people 

going to and fro and imagining them shining like the sun. 

 

Like most mystical experiences, this was a very private experience.  None of the people had 

these insights.  While it was a life-changing moment for Merton, nobody else shared that vision.  

If you happen to visit downtown Louisville and stand on the corner of Fourth and Walnut 

Streets, there is a sign commemorating this experience.  And like that day in 1958, it is likely 

that most people walk right by that sign, right past that holy space without realizing that 

something holy and awe-inspiring had occurred there.   

 

I think such places invite us to slow down and reflect, to pause from our daily activities and 

consider the message that was received there.  It invites us to look through the eyes of that monk 

to receive a fresh insight for our lives. In the frenetic paces of our lives, it is likely that we walk 

right by multitudes of insights without realizing the significance of what they offer. 

 



That is what I believe is present in today’s story.  If we read today’s gospel lesson as an everyday 

teaching of Jesus about love, we will miss the radical experience that it offered to those first 

disciples and to each of us.  If we don’t pause to pay attention to the power of what is being said, 

we will treat these words as matter of fact statements rather than the transforming message which 

was intended.   

 

To begin to understand these words, we have to put ourselves in the position of those first 

listeners.  They have now entered Jerusalem.  Jesus has washed their feet and they have shared a 

holy meal together.  Now begins a deeper conversation.  The Bible doesn’t give a context for this 

message.  Was it spoken around the table?  I always imagine it as a fireside conversation, but that 

is just my own imaging.  It feels intimate.  It feels like the kind of important conversation in 

which all focus is upon Jesus and the things he is saying.  They are unaware of anything going on 

around them, any other activities.  The disciples are fully present in that moment, knowing that 

this is a moment they will remember for the rest of their lives.  That is how I imagine this 

conversation.   

 

And he begins with a message of love.  He has shown that love for them on many occasions and 

in many ways.  But he understood that it was important for the disciples to hear it as well.  He 

begins this reading with the simple words, “As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you.”  

God’s love is unconditional, unchanging.  In the same way that God has loved him, he has loved 

these disciples sitting around him.  He wants them to hear those words.  He wants them to always 

know that they are loved.   

 

We might read those words and intellectually say that Jesus loved them.  But that must have been 

a show stopping moment.  I imagine Jesus pausing when he said those words, giving plenty of 

time for the significance of what he has just spoken to sink in.  Perhaps in the silence that 

followed, he looked from person to person, looked directly into their eyes and allowed the 

importance of those words to flow over them.  “As the Father has loved me, so I have loved 

you.”   

 

And the first thing I want you to consider this morning is just to remember that I asked you to 

reflect upon this reading through the eyes of the disciples.  I asked you to put yourself into their 

places.  Experience that moment of Jesus looking directly at you, as if there was no one else in 

the world, this is a private moment and Jesus looks at you and says, “I love you.”   

 

A friend posted an image on social media this week that shows what appears to be a bird doing 

spring cleaning.  When asked what she is doing, the bird explains that she is getting rid of some 

things that were taking up too much space.  All around her are boxes that have words like, 

“failure” and “not good enough” and “ugly.”  These are being discarded. 

 

For all the baggage that we carry in our lives, I invite you to hear the words Jesus spoke to those 

first imperfect disciples when he looked at them and said, “I love you.”  And they knew he meant 

it.  They could feel it.  And this allowed them to let go of some of that unnecessary baggage all 

humans carry around.  But those words weren’t just meant for them.  Their personal experience 

was meant to be received by all of us, shining like the sun.  We are loved. 

 



The significance of that moment reminds me of a story the late poet, Maya Angelou told in her 

book, “Wouldn’t Take Nothing for My Journey Now.” She was a young student taking voice 

lessons in college.  She was asked to recite a passage that ended with the phrase, “God loves 

me.”  When the professor called on her, she rose to her feet and recited the words with perfect 

diction and enunciation.  The teacher asked her to do it again.  She did as instructed and added a 

sarcastic, “God loves me” to conclude.   “Read it again,” he instructed.  After about the seventh 

time reading this, Maya began to sense that there might be truth in that statement, that there was 

a likelihood that God really did love her.  She writes, “I began to cry at the grandness of it all.  I 

knew that if God loved me, then I could do wonderful things, I could try great things, learn 

anything, achieve anything.  For what could stand against me with God, since one person, any 

person with God constitutes the majority?” 

 

In a world where love can be fickle, where we may struggle to think of ourselves as lovable, 

Jesus speaks those words we long to hear.  He looks at each of us individually, his friends one 

and all, and says to you, “I love you.”  And sometimes it is important to remember that because 

we may go through those lonely periods in life when we may not hear someone say, “I love 

you.”  It isn’t that we aren’t loved, but sometimes we can be hesitant to say those words to each 

other.  Or we presume that our actions say all that needs to be said. 

 

When I think of this story, I am reminded of a parishioner named George.  George was a kind 

soul who treated all the children of the church like is own grandchildren.  He often brought a bag 

of candy that he would share during the fellowship time.  At the back door of the church, I was 

used to people sharing comments about something they liked about the service or a prayer 

concern or other item they wanted me to know.  But George was different.  He would take my 

hand firmly in his, look me in the eye and say, “I love you.”  I have to admit I was surprised the 

first time and I didn’t know how to respond.  But I knew that he meant it and I appreciated it.  I 

was able to return that statement and say to him, “And I love you too.”   

 

The other powerful thing that Jesus did in this statement was change the relationship with those 

around him.  In the past they have called him “Rabbi” or “Teacher.”  They understood their 

relationship as student/teacher or as master/servant.  But in this moment, he will redefine that 

relationship.  Yes, they are still learning from him and he is continuing to teach.  But their 

relationship is much more than that.  After telling them that he loved them he adds, “I do not call 

you servants any longer, because the servant does not know what the master is doing; I have 

called you friends.”  Imagine what that must have felt like to hear Jesus say to them, “you are my 

friends.”   

 

What a powerful statement to think that Jesus is a friend.  This is just as powerful as when he 

knelt in front of them to wash their feet.  It is a statement of humility that he is viewing them not 

in a hierarchical relationship, but as an equal, a friend.  Jesus viewed them with the kind of eyes 

that said, we are friends to one another.  And like any good friendship, it isn’t one-sided.  Just as 

Jesus has cared for us, taught us, loved us, so there are ways in which we return the favor, little 

things that we do that nourish that relationship. 

 

Jesus was pretty clear about what that was. He asked his friends to love one another.  Just as he 

had loved them and as he loves us, he asks us to reach out in love to those around us.  The 



instruction manual for being a Christian isn’t nearly as complicated as we make it out to be.  It 

can be summed up quite succinctly.  “Love one another.”   

 

Thomas Merton experienced it at the corner of Fourth and Walnut Streets in downtown 

Louisville.  He was filled with love for all the people around him and saw them shining brightly 

like the son.  The disciples experienced it in a powerful conversation with Jesus, hearing his 

heartfelt love for each of them.  Maya Angelou experienced it in the midst of a classroom, 

recognizing that those words, “God loves me” were personal and empowering to her.  And these 

personal stories are meant not only for them but for all of us.  We are loved.  Jesus looks at you 

with the eyes of a good friend.  As beloved children of God, may we share that message of love 

at the back doors of the church, from the rooftops of our community, with friends and stranger, 

through words and through our actions.  May God’s love find a home within our hearts and 

radiate throughout the world.   


