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‘When love becomes a choice’
I’m going to start my reflection today with a ‘Dad joke’. What do you call someone who says, “We can never know for sure which came first out of the chicken and the egg”? Answer: An Egg-nostic! 
The chicken and egg question is one of those all-time great conundrums. It is held up as an example of an unsolvable mystery, which scientists and philosophers alike have argued over since the year dot. But along comes AI in recent times to now tell us that the egg came first! AI just has to go and wreck everything doesn’t it! I’d prefer it to remain a mystery!
Today we are not talking about the mystery of chickens and eggs. We are talking about the mystery of love. But when it comes to love, there is a similar question we might ask about love. Where does it start? What comes first? Does love start in the heart and then move into action by what we choose to do with it? Or does love start in what we choose in our heads to do and then find its way into the heart? Essentially, the question is, does love it start in the head or in the heart?
I’m guessing most people will say it starts in the heart. The argument would be that you can’t control who or what you love. It just happens. It’s a feeling in your heart. Most would say it’s not a choice. Like, for example the foods you love or hate. There’s no decision in that. It’s just in the heart (or in the gut in this case!)  A good example is coriander. You love it or you hate it. It seems to be pre-determined thing among the people I speak to. You can’t just decide to love coriander! (I love it, by the way.) 
The other day my wife Sophie asked me, why did I love her? My answer was that ‘I just do’. ‘It comes from the heart’. ‘It starts in the heart’. ‘I feel it’. ‘It’s not a logical, reasoned thing’. 
But don’t you think that sometimes love needs to start in the head? That is, by conscious choice? Like, for example, choosing to do the hard practice of learning to play a musical instrument and discovering later on that you really do love it! It started with a choice to practice. 
In our gospel reading today, Jesus gives his disciples that famous, well-known instruction: “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another”. (Jn 13:34)
I believe he’s asking them to choose to love. In this case he isn’t asking them to feel loving to everyone. He’s asking them to make a deliberate choice to love, and to show it in their actions. 
The lesson I learn from this is not to wait until I feel loving, because that may never happen, or happen straight away. I need to choose to show love now, even if my heart isn’t ready. And that can often be the hardest form of love to put into practice.  
When I was young, I loved Keith Green and was hugely influenced by the lyrics of his songs, including the song, “You put this love in my heart”. I fully believed that God put his love in my heart for other people - even people I didn’t or couldn’t naturally love. 
I still believe that to be true. I know that God through his Spirit can, and does enable me to have a love for the unlovable in a way that otherwise I would not have. After all, Love is one of the ‘fruits of the Spirit’ (Galatians 5:22). The Holy Spirit enables us to indeed have a love in our hearts – which, to put another way, is to have a feeling of love for others, which reflects God’s own feeling of love for his people. 
But as I’ve journeyed on in my Christian life I’ve realised that perhaps Keith Green’s theology, as true as it may have been, was a bit incomplete. In recent years there has been for me a couple of individuals for whom I’ve hoped and prayed that God would put love in my heart, but it hasn’t yet happened. Yes, God puts love in our hearts, but just as often he puts it into our heads. And that’s what I believe Jesus was doing on that day with his disciples. 
Does that mean that a conscious decision to love and act in a loving way, before we feel loving, is somehow less sincere or less spiritual? Not at all! In fact, it’s the opposite. A choice to love is profoundly spiritual – and that choice can be powerful in our own lives and in the lives of people around us. 
We know that choices to do things that we don’t want to do can change us. They can create new habits. Like practicing the piano when we don’t want to as I mentioned before. The longer we do it, the more we change our thinking and develop our skills and hopefully even our love of the piano. Choices do determine outcomes and even can turn into positive feelings over time. Choices change things!
A choice to love one another, is one of the greatest ever choices we can make as Christians. In fact, as we know, it is one of the two greatest commandments: “Love God and love your neighbour” (Mark 12:30-31). And, by the way, that choice is not just to love one another within the body of believers, but ‘one another’ everywhere, starting with the person next to you. I’m sure that was Jesus’ intention in that command. 
Loving others – in the head or the heart (or both) is fundamental. We all know that. So, you may be wondering why Jesus calls this a “new” commandment. I mean, the command to love others goes right back to the law of the Old Testament. “Love your neighbour as yourself” are words that appear way back in Leviticus 19:18. 
What is ‘new’ about this commandment is the connection between our loving of others and the example of loving that Jesus left for his disciples. This is clear in Jesus’ words, “as I have loved you” (34b). Jesus had been for them the very embodiment of God’s love, demonstrated in every word and action for the disciples to see. And let’s remember that only minutes before saying these words, Jesus had taken the towel and basin to wash their feet (John 13:4-5). What an amazing act of love, expressed in serving those whom he loved. 


This is a new commandment, because Jesus was giving them a new example to follow. And after he was gone, the disciples would keep Jesus alive in the world, by imitating him, through loving others, expressed in acts of service. And that needed to be a conscious and determined decision on their part - as it needs to be for us. And as Jesus reminds us, when we choose to express love in that way, it’s then that others will really know that we are his disciples (v35)
We need to remember that the decision to love, is a decision to act, as Jesus acted. Yes, love can be a noun. But mostly it’s a verb. It is an action word. Just look at 1 Corinthians 13:4-8 to see the long list of action words that describe what love is. 
I’ve talked a lot about love being a mental choice in our heads. But let’s never lose sight of the fact that God can change and soften our hearts as well, for he is a renewing God. He is continually moulding us into his likeness – changing us to be more like his Son. As we heard in our other reading today from Revelation 21:5, the Lord declares, “See, I am making all things new.”  That’s you, and me and all of creation that he’s renewing. And this possibility to made new becomes a reality when we take up this invitation: “To the thirsty I will give water as a gift from the spring of the water of life” (v6). So, when we drink from the water of life we are renewed, refreshed, restored, deep within. It changes our hearts.  
Jesus’ command to love as he loved is clear and unambiguous. But it isn’t stern or harsh. It is said with incredible love for them. When he introduces the command by addressing them as “little children” (v33) it demonstrates his tender, loving, gentle, forgiving, caring, compassionate feelings for them as his dear ‘children’. Let’s hear again the same tender, loving, gentle voice of Jesus asking us to follow him by loving others. 


 



2

