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 In 2003, when I first arrived at my new 

church in Montgomery, Alabama, I spent 

some time trying to get the “lay of the land”.  

I wanted to get to know the people and their 

way of life, which, in some ways, was very 

different from what I had been used to in 

Southwest Florida.  From the culinary 

delicacies of Fried Green Tomatoes, Okra, 

Collards and Buttermilk Biscuits…to not just 

Sweet Tea…but Sweet Southern Hospitality 
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…life in the South had its beauty…but it 

also had its quirks.  For example, just a few 

miles north on interstate-65 between 

Montgomery and Birmingham, there’s a sign 

on the side of the road…that reads (slide 1) 

“Go to Church…or the Devil will Get You!”   

Yeah…the first time I saw that…I 

wondered where in the Sam Hill I was! 

But I have to tell you…I knew that I was 

in a different world when, one day, as the 

music director of the church and I were 

talking about funerals…I was informed that 

her repertoire included both the Alabama 
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and the Auburn fight songs.  “Excuse me?” I 

said.  “You’re kidding, right?”  “No,” she said 

with all sincerity.  “I can play either fight 

song on the organ.  Lots of people here like 

to have that as the last thing in their funeral 

service.”  I couldn’t believe it! 

Now, don’t get me wrong.  I know that 

football’s a big deal in Alabama… maybe 

just about as big a deal as basketball is in 

Kentucky.  But when it gets to the end of my 

life…at my funeral…I don’t want the LAST 

word to be about that. 

Will you pray with me?  (PRAYER) 
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(slide 2) Last words.  Our scripture 

lesson today comes from a section in John’s 

Gospel called the “Farewell Discourse.”  

Chapters 14-17 are Jesus’ last words to his 

Disciples before he is arrested, tried and 

crucified.  He knows the time is growing 

short…and so he says what he feels his 

disciples most need to hear and to 

remember.  In our text, we hear these 

words:   

(slide 3) If you love me…you will obey 

my commands. 
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If you love me…Jesus said, you will 

obey what I’ve said you need to do in order 

to experience the life God wants for you.  

And what did Jesus say to do?  Well, we 

know the two great commandments that 

we’ve been looking at for the last several 

weeks.   What are they?  Love the Lord your 

God…with all your heart…and with all your 

soul… and with all your mind…and with all 

your strength.  That’s number one.  And the 

second, Jesus said, is like it:  You shall love 

your neighbor…as you love yourself.   
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But guess what?  That’s not all of them!  

In fact, there’s one more commandment 

Jesus gave to his disciples.  Anybody 

remember what it is?  If you have your 

Bibles with you, you’ll find it just one chapter 

back from our reading today in John chapter 

13.  Jesus is in the Upper Room where he 

and his disciples are having their last meal 

together.  The disciples are bickering 

between themselves…arguing over who’s 

the “greatest”…when Jesus quietly gets up 

from the table… he takes off his outer 

cloak… wraps himself with a towel…picks 
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up a basin of water…and begins to wash 

their feet.  And then, in Chapter 13 verse 

34, Jesus says these words (slide 4):  I give 

you a new commandment… that you love 

one another…as I have loved you. 

If you love me…you will love one 

another as I have loved you.//  Well, 

Jesus…that’s a pretty tall order if you ask 

me!  Because Jesus’ love for us led to his 

death, right?   

So what does that mean?  That we have 

to die to love the way Jesus loved? 
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Yep.  That’s exactly what it means.  But 

I’ll come back to that later. 

Right now, what I want us to focus our 

attention on is what follows this command in 

our reading today.  If you love me, Jesus 

said, you will keep my commandments… 

(slide 5) And I will ask the Father, and he 

will give you another Advocate…to be with 

you forever. 

Now—Jesus is about to leave his 

disciples through his death.  But because he 

loved them… because he loves us…Jesus 

says he won’t leave us alone…we will not 
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be orphans.  He said God will send another 

Advocate…the Greek word is Paraclete…it 

means Helper…one who walks alongside 

us.   

Now—think about this.  God so loved 

the world…that God sent Jesus—the 

Incarnation of God—the one who became 

flesh…one of us…the one who walked 

alongside us…the one who showed us the 

very nature of God.  God loved us so much 

that God sent Jesus.  And God so loved the 

world…that as Jesus left the world…God 

sent another Advocate…a comforter, a 
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helper…God’s very spirit and presence and 

love that is always with us no matter what! 

That’s amazing, isn’t it?   And here’s 

another amazing thing:  as you and I 

receive the Holy Spirit, we are empowered 

to love others as Jesus has loved us…to be 

an advocate as we stand alongside those in 

need of God’s love and grace…ones who 

offer God’s love and justice and mercy to 

others. 

Think about it this way.  If you hand a 

dollar bill to a person in need that’s one 

moment of love.  But being an Advocate… 
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standing alongside them means going 

deeper…it means taking the time to be in 

relationship with them…listening to them… 

working with them for healing and 

wholeness. 

Being an advocate.  You know, 

sometimes we can become confused about 

what advocacy means.  For example, 

sometimes, we try to insert our solutions 

upon the poor and the oppressed instead of 

coming alongside them.  Instead of listening 

to them, and asking how we can be of 

service…we sometimes impose our 
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opinions in an almost arrogant kind of way.  

But Jesus showed us another way…he 

showed us that at the heart of advocacy is 

service…it is coming alongside…not as a 

better or more perfect or smarter person… 

but as a fellow brother or sister on the 

journey.  And sometimes that’s hard to do, 

right?  Because we want to “fix” things… 

we’ve got what Pastor David Henson has 

called the “Industrial Savior Complex”—

we’ve got all the solutions…all the answers. 

We want to be efficient.  We’d rather not 

have to do the messy work of being “with”… 
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because that’s a hard commandment to 

fulfill.  But that’s why our reading for today is 

so important.  Because you see, the Spirit is 

sent so that we might be able to fulfill this 

new commandment:  to love one another as 

Jesus has loved us…standing alongside… 

being advocates for one another. 

Of course, we don’t just need to be 

advocates for others—we need advocates 

too…we all need someone to come 

alongside us and be with us in our times of 

need.  And that’s what the community of 

faith should be about.  Supporting one 
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another, standing with one another, listening 

and growing in relationship with one 

another. 

You know—there’s a lot of power in the 

word (slide 6) Advocate.  So… where is 

advocacy needed?  Where is bold service in 

Jesus’ name needed in our context today?  

Well last weekend during our road-mapping 

retreat, several of us named areas where 

we felt called to advocacy…areas of need in 

our community where you and I can love as 

Jesus loved.  And here’s what you said: 
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(slide 7) Heroin Addiction.  You know, 

we just feel so overwhelmed by this need, 

don’t we?  We’re experiencing a crisis right 

now, and we know something needs to be 

done.  I just went to a conference for how 

congregations can support families and 

promote recovery from addiction.  Stay 

tuned.  We’re going to make a difference 

here! 

(slide 8) Homeless/Shower Ministry.  

Did you know that we have folks in our 

community who don’t have access to 

running water…some who may be 
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homeless and are trying with all their might 

to find a job?  Do you know what a 

difference it makes to take a shower before 

you go in for an interview?  Do you know 

what a difference it makes to have a shower 

just to feel better physically and 

emotionally?  Do you know what a 

difference it makes to be treated like a 

human being rather than a “less than”?  

This is a ministry that we’ve been offering 

for the past year.  Our office wing has a 

single shower…and we’re using it to share 
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the love of God.  What would it look like to 

potentially expand that ministry?   

(slide 9) Discover Zone.  We celebrated 

our ministry with the Discover Zone a 

couple of weeks ago…and the lives of 

literally thousands of children and their 

families that we’ve touched.  Sharing God’s 

love and grace and learning about the world 

in a Christian environment is making a 

difference in the lives of so many.  And 

we’re going to be looking at ways we can 

continue to expand this ministry to our 

community in the days ahead.   
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(slide 10) Arcadia Park.  A vision of 

providing affordable housing to seniors led 

to the building of the Florence Christian 

Center a few decades ago.  Now, we 

continue to minister to this community 

through Chapel and food ministry and our 

bus ministry.  One of the things that I am 

convinced of is the growing need of 

advocacy for these precious seniors who 

need God’s love and care.  There’s so much 

more we could do to come alongside them 

with God’s love and grace. 
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(slide 11) Mentoring children.  Through 

our recent school supply drive, we’ve been 

reminded of the great need of children in 

our community.  But they not only need 

backpacks…they need adults who are 

willing to come alongside of them to help 

them grow and learn.  We will be exploring 

opportunities for mentoring this year. 

(slide 12) Food Ministries.  From 

serving at Mary Rose Mission to providing 

non-perishable food through Action 

Ministries, we are looking to help those who 

need to have healthy and nutritious food 
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that will sustain them and provide “daily 

bread.”  We are only limited by the number 

of volunteers in these ministries of 

compassion and mercy in our community. 

These are some of the ways in which 

you and I can be Advocates… this is how 

we can be Jesus “with skin on”…as you and 

I come alongside those who are struggling 

and need to experience the love of God. 

This is what it means…to love others as 

Jesus has loved us!  This is what it means 

to keep Jesus’ commandments…as you 

and I allow the Holy Spirit of God to take 
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residence in our hearts and show us how to 

love more fully. 

From time to time in Discover Zone 

chapel we learn about obedience by playing 

the game (slide 13) “Simon Says”.  You 

know that game, right?  Simon says, “Raise 

your hand.”  And you raise your hand.  But if 

I just say, “Scratch your ear” without adding 

“Simon says” before it, you don’t move.  If 

you do, you’re messing up. 

So…I’ve got a question.  What would it 

be like…if you and I were like that with our 

acts of obedience?  Because you see… 
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when it comes to faith…obedience to God 

and to Christ is all about motivation.  (slide 

14) Why…do we obey?  Are we afraid that 

the Devil will get us…or even that God will 

get us?  Do we obey…because we’re 

afraid? 

Or…do we obey…because we love God 

with all our heart?  Are we willing to die…to 

our selves…so that we might LIVE the kind 

of life God intends…a life measured by a 

love that transforms your life and mine and 

the world’s? 
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You know…when I die…it’s not my goal 

for folks to say, “She was a good preacher.”  

It’s not my goal for people to say that I was 

a loving wife, or sister, or daughter or friend 

…though all of those would be quite lovely 

things to say. 

No…when I die…what I want people to 

say…is this:  “That Susan…she really loved 

God!  And because she loved God… 

because she loved Jesus…she was 

obedient in loving all of us! 
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How about you?  (slide 15) Love God 

with all your obedience…obey Jesus’ 

commands…and love as He loved!   

And all God’s people said, Amen and 

amen. 


