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The pleasure and the pain 
by Rev. Bethel Lee 

If you knew that you were going to see your loved ones for the last time, what would 
you say to them? 


Today’s passage from John falls within the section of this Gospel that is known as The 
Farewell Discourse (14:1-16:33), since these final instructions are what Jesus offers his 
disciples the night before he is crucified. These are the last words he leaves with them 
on the eve of his death, so you can be sure that what is contained within these verses 
is of utmost importance.


I’ve actually thought a lot about what I would say to my loved ones if I knew that I 
didn’t have much time left. Not exactly sure why I’ve thought about this as much as I 
have - hopefully it’s not any kind of premonition (*sign of the cross*) — but I have 
thought about it quite a bit, and my final words would have some… gumption to them. 


My first priority, of course, would be to communicate and emphasize just how much I 
love them, how incredible they are, and how I want them to pursue joy, but I do think 
that I would also take this once in a lifetime opportunity to ask something of them — to 
encourage them, urge them toward the good, the courageous, the meaningful. Yeah, I 
think about this because if you’ve experienced them you know that last words have 
weight to them.


Jesus knows what’s coming, so he intentionally takes the opportunity to say a lot of 
things to his disciples before he departs. And he definitely brings the love — “I have 
said these things to you,” he says, “so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy 
may be complete.” But he also does not hold back on what he asks of them, on what 
he commands them. And the commandant he gives is really the highest call, the 
hardest thing that any of us could attempt to orient ourselves toward. “This is my 
commandment,” he declares, “that you love one another as I have loved you.” And just 
in case one might try interpret what Jesus means by “love” as something that is 
sentimental and in the realm of feelings, he continues, specifying, “No one has greater 
love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.” Holy —, that’s a tall order.


Yeah, I don’t know how the way of Jesus can be dressed up as something soft and 
easy when we have verses like that. 


Important side note: You know that verse in the Gospel of Matthew where Jesus says, 
“Take my yoke upon you…for my yoke is easy and my burden is light” (Matt. 
11:29-30)? It’s a terrible translation, in my opinion. I seriously do not understand how or 
why the word “easy” was decided upon because the original Greek word is χρηστὸς 
(chrēstos), an adjective that occurs 7 times in the Bible, and is never translated as 
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“easy” in any of the other instances, because Chrestos means “productive, beneficial, 
benevolent” - it’s a blend of “useful” and “kind.”


The way of Jesus isn’t easy — it’s usefully kind, its fruitfully loving, constructively 
compassionate. Jesus tells his followers to abide in God’s loving kindness, but he also 
commands them to offer their love, their lives, sacrificially, for the work of the Spirit. 


As we heard read aloud from 1 John 5, the author (who is traditionally considered to be 
the same John who wrote the Gospel of John), declares that Jesus Christ is the one 
who comes by water and blood, “not with the water only but with the water and the 
blood.” It’s important imagery. If one side is missing, we begin to misrepresent the 
character of Christ.


The water (hudór) likely refers to Jesus’ baptism and the blood (haima) to his 
crucifixion. So, John is emphasizing to his listeners that the way of Jesus is about both: 
It’s about baptismal waters - which is acceptance, an outpouring of grace, birth. And 
it’s about sacrificial blood — which is commitment to the highest degree, responsibility, 
death. Hudór and haima — “the water and the blood” - is kind of like the saying, “the 
pleasure and the pain.”

 
Abide in the pleasure of God’s love, he says, rejoice in it — but do not fall into denial 
concerning the reality that the path to new life necessitates death. 

It’s just the way it is.


A part of you dies every time you learn something new. If you learn that the earth is 
round, the belief that it’s flat must die — and with it any actions that are connected to 
that belief. If you want to become a better person, parts of you must die as you pursue 
that journey — most certainly the fearful, procrastinating, lazy, self-loathing, self-
sabotaging parts. If you want to grow or advance toward any goal, there will be things 
you have to die to in order to make room for that to happen. If you want to enter into 
authentic and intimate relationship (which is what we’re made for, so I’d highly 
recommend it), parts of you, maybe even every part of you — your identity, your habits, 
your pride, your plans — will all be asked to undergo a form of dissolution within the 
chrysalis of life together. Mini deaths and mini resurrections. 


That’s why love, real love, is not easy. There’s pleasure and there’s pain. Because while 
love is free in the sense that its available to all and intended for all, it’s not free in the 
sense that it will ask something of you. If you journey long enough, it will ask for all of 
you.


That’s what laying down your life for your friend is about.


It’s not about doing whatever your friend wants or feigning meekness and submission 
in some kind of unhealthy relationship. That’s just weakness. Laying down your life for 
your friend means accepting responsibility for their life. Now this doesn’t mean living 
their life for them or trying to control how they live their life — both very tempting things 
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to do. Accepting responsibility for another’s life is to courageously accept the truth that 
your actions and choices can have immeasurable effects on every person in your 
sphere of influence, and every person in those peoples’ spheres of influence, and on 
and on as far as that ripples out and down the generations. It is mind-bogglingly 
incalculable, the potential influence we have over one another. So much so, that it is 
understandable why we might want to run for our lives, away from all expectations and 
all accountability. Why we might want to run and abide in the safe arms of denial 
regarding our power to influence and affect. So, that’s an option. 


But it is a deep denial because there is no safe place. Such a thing does not exist. No 
matter how far we may run or how well we may hide, suffering has a way of finding us 
all. So, the decision that you are given every day is: are you going to suffer just 
because, or will you suffer, will you sacrifice, in pursuit of the love that animates new 
life? Will you lay down your life for your friend by accepting responsibility for their life 
by accepting responsibility for your life? Simply put, will you try to be better on behalf 
of the world, for the good of the world?


According to the Church’s traditional understanding, this is what Jesus did. He took 
responsibility for every single life. That’s another way of saying, he took the sins of the 
world upon himself. It’s the ultimate form of spiritual maturity — the fullest 
development of the human being. You can’t get more responsible than that.


“I do not call you servants any longer,” says Jesus, “but I have called you friends.” This 
is really important because if he was speaking to servants, the commandment that he 
gives would be compulsory. But just as Jesus emphasizes how he chose to love his 
friends, it’s the same for us, no one can make the decision for you. To be a collaborator 
with love and new life, you must choose this path voluntarily. If there is any ease to 
yoke of Jesus it’s that it’s loose because it’s not being pulled for no one can be forced 
into the way of Christ. If that’s what’s happening, it’s not the way of Christ. 


No longer servants, but friends. No longer submission, but sacrifice — specifically self-
sacrifice — which brings us to our final passage in the book of Acts.


This story with Peter gives us an example of what it looks like on the ground when you 
choose to sacrifice yourself for another. So, the day before this scene, Peter is praying 
and he falls into a trace. What is a trance? According to the Biblical stories, it’s a 
visionary space within which one enters into communion with the divine in a manner 
that leaves the participant forever changed. The Greek word that has been translated 
as “trance” is ekstasis, and in the Septuagint (which is the earliest known 
Greek translation of the Old Testament from the original Hebrew - this was translated in 
the 3rd and 2nd centuries BCE), the same word ekstasis is used to describe the state 
that Adam enters when one of his ribs is sacrificed for the creation of woman (Gen. 
2:21), and it’s the same word that’s used to describe the state that Abraham enters 
(Gen. 15:12) when God makes covenant with him. And when this covenant with 
Abraham is made (according to the Priestly account) the ritual of circumcision is 
initiated — another bodily sacrifice. 
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Well in Peter’s trance, he is told that all food is clean and thus allowed to be consumed, 
something that would be a radical break, a severe disobedience of Mosaic Law, which 
clearly distinguishes between ritually clean and unclean animals. But in his ekstasis 
Peter is told, “What God has made clean, do not call unclean. What God has made 
sacred, do not disregard as common.”


Then we arrive at today’s passage in Acts where Peter’s conviction that no animal 
should be called unclean extends to people, since up to this point, Gentiles (those who 
are not circumcised) were considered unclean. So, when this Roman centurion (an 
officer of the Roman army) named Cornelius has Peter brought to him because he 
wants to hear the word of God from him — though it is breaking his custom, though it 
is breaking the law he lives by, though it will cause him to be scrutinized and criticized 
by his people, Peter chooses to preach to Cornelius and the other Gentiles who are 
gathered with him, and as it is written, “While Peter was still speaking, the Holy Spirit 
fell upon all who heard the word.” Because Peter chooses to sacrifice his life, his way 
of being and thinking, the first Gentiles are baptized, and it’s the beginning of 
something radically new.


This story illustrates how the notion of sacrifice shifts from being a practice of offering 
just one aspect of yourself to offering your whole self. How it shifts from giving up just 
one symbolic part (albeit a very precious part) of your bodily constitution to literally 
sacrificing everything that makes you you — your associations, your culture, your laws, 
your rituals, your reputation — sacrificing it all because you take seriously the weighty 
truth that your actions have the power to either obstruct or advance the love of God.


I know that the notion of laying down your life can sound daunting, but I think it’s often 
best if we just take it one small step at a time. So, if you don’t know where to start, 
here’s one option: Ask your loved ones what their last words would be to you, 
particularly, what might they ask of you. It might be a bit painful to hear, especially if 
you’ve got the kind of loved ones who are willing to be brutally honest, but as you 
listen to what they say, try to lay down your life — try to lay down your pride, your fear, 
your defenses, your assumptions, your reactionary impulses — because if you do, 
what you hear could be the beginning of something radically new… for through their 
words God may whisper instructions on how to make things better, on how you might 
become better while you still have time.


May God grant us the grace and the gumption to do just that. Amen.
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