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 A	Love	That	Saves	Us	
I’ve	been	on	the	road	since	the	last	

time	 we	 were	 together.	 I	 travelled	 to	
London,	 Ontario	 for	 a	 few	 days	 of	
meetings	about	the	coming	changes	to	our	
church	 structure;	 and	 then	 came	 home	
and	 turned	 right	 around	 to	 travel	 to	 the	
Kamloops-Okanagan	 Presbytery	 meeting	
in	Revelstoke	last	weekend,	alongside	our	
lay	 delegates	 Betty	 Chenoweth,	 Maxine	
Coffey,	 and	Rose	Perkins.	The	presbytery	
meeting	 also	 focussed	 on	 some	 of	 the	
coming	changes	in	our	denomination.	

Some	 of	 you	 will	 have	 been	
following	 this	 more	 closely	 and	 others	
less	so,	but	our	denominational	structure	
is	 on	 the	 verge	 of	 seismic	 change,	 the	
biggest	changes	to	our	structure	since	the	
founding	of	The	United	Church	of	Canada	
in	1925.		

Back	 in	 the	 spring	 the	Secretary	of	
our	 Board,	 Kari	 McNair,	 led	 an	
information	 session	 one	 Sunday	 after	
worship,	to	explain	the	proposed	changes	
before	the	Board	voted	on	them.	

When	 all	 the	 votes	were	 added	 up	
from	 around	 the	 country,	 it	 turned	 out	
that	 all	 of	 the	 proposed	 changes	 were	
approved	 by	 large	 margins—meaning	
that	we	are	now	in	for	some	big	changes.		

The	 biggest,	 most	 noticeable	
change	will	 be	 to	 the	overall	 structure	of	
the	 denomination:	 what	 we	 call	 our	
“courts,”	or	the	levels	of	the	church.	Right	

now,	 there	 are	 four	 courts	 or	 levels,	
starting	 with	 the	 pastoral	 charge	 or	
congregation;	 the	 next	 level	 is	 the	
presbytery,	 which	 for	 us	 is	 Kamloops-
Okanagan;	then	the	conference,	which	for	
us	 is	 BC	 Conference;	 and	 finally	 the	
General	 Council	 or	 denominational	 level,	
which	is	all	of	Canada.	

In	 the	 future,	 there	will	 still	be	 the	
congregational	 level,	 and	 the	
denominational	 level,	but	 the	middle	 two	
levels	 will	 be	 replaced	 with	 something	
called	a	“region,”	the	boundaries	of	which	
have	 not	 yet	 been	 defined.	 We	 should	
know	more	about	 that	 in	 January	of	next	
year—so	in	a	couple	of	months’	time.		

If	 you	 want	 to	 know	 more	 about	
any	 of	 this,	 let	me	 know	 and	 I	 can	 show	
you	where	you	can	find	more	information.		

So	that’s	a	 lot	of	background	about	
the	 changes	 that	 are	 coming	 to	 our	
church,	 and	 you	 may	 wonder	 why	 I	 am	
bringing	 all	 of	 this	 up	 in	 today’s	 sermon.	
Well,	 one	 thing	 that	 I’ve	 been	 thinking	
about	as	I	have	been	at	these	meetings	is,	
amidst	 all	 of	 these	 changes	 that	 we	 are	
talking	 about—and	 some	 big	 changes—
amidst	all	of	that,	what	 is	our	calling	as	a	
church?		

When	so	much	of	our	structure,	and	
our	 way	 of	 doing	 things,	 our	 way	 of	
organizing	 ourselves	 as	 a	 church,	 the	
ways	 we	 are	 used	 to	 being	 church	 and	
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participating	 in	 the	 wider	 United	
Church—with	so	much	of	 that	 in	turmoil,	
what	are	we	about	at	heart?	And	I	want	to	
talk	 about	 that	 based	 on	 the	 gospel	
passage	 that	 Barry	 read	 for	 us	 this	
morning.		

This	 is	 a	 passage	 that	 has	 Jesus	
offering	 what	 seems	 like	 a	 simple	
synopsis	of	 the	Christian	faith:	“Love	God	
with	all	your	heart,	and	with	all	your	soul,	
and	 with	 all	 your	 mind,”	 Jesus	 says,	 and	
“love	 your	 neighbour	 as	 yourself.”	 Love	
God,	and	love	your	neighbour.	It	seems	so	
simple,	 and	 straightforward,	 and	
uncontroversial.	 I	mean,	who	could	argue	
with	 a	 faith	 or	 a	 philosophy	 based	 on	
these	two	principles?	

But	 that’s	 just	 it—Jesus’	words	are	
highly	 controversial	 when	 he	 gives	 them	
as	 an	 answer	 to	 a	 lawyer’s	 question.	
Today’s	 passage	 is	 part	 of	 a	 series	 of	
skirmishes	 in	 which	 Jesus	 comes	 into	
conflict	with	the	various	leading	religious	
people	 of	 his	 time,	 the	Pharisees	 and	 the	
Sadducees;	and	the	story	tell	us	that	both	
groups	 are	 trying	 to	 entrap	 Jesus	 by	
asking	him	trick	questions.	

We’re	 in	 chapter	 22	 of	 Matthew’s	
gospel	 pushing	 up	 close	 to	 the	 climax	 of	
the	story,	which	in	all	of	the	gospels	is	the	
crucifixion	 of	 Jesus.	 Jesus	 will	 soon	 be	
crucified—put	 to	 death	 in	 the	 most	
gruesome	 way	 imaginable—for	 teaching	
that	 we	 are	 to	 love	 God	 and	 love	 our	
neighbours	as	ourselves.		

Hmm.	Maybe	it’s	not	so	simple	and	
straightforward	 after	 all.	 Maybe	 there	 is	
something	 more	 to	 this	 whole	 idea	 of	
being	Christian	than	we	thought.	Perhaps	
we’ve	been	lulled	into	believing	that	being	
Christian	 is	 just	 our	 particular	 way	 of	

being	 good	 citizens,	 or	 of	 being	 nice	
people,	 of	 contributing	 to	 the	betterment	
of	our	society.	But	those	aren’t	the	kind	of	
things	 that	get	you	crucified.	No	one	gets	
crucified	for	being	a	nice	person.		

Jesus’	crucifixion	tells	us	that	there	
is	something	far	more	radical	at	the	heart	
of	our	faith,	that	there	is	something	about	
being	 a	 Christian	 that	 is	 risky	 and	
dangerous,	something	that	puts	us	on	the	
front	 lines	 of	 God’s	 ongoing	 battle	 to	 set	
the	world	right.		

When	 we	 start	 to	 think	 in	 these	
terms,	 all	 of	 that	 stuff	 about	 structure	
starts	 to	 seem	 a	 lot	 less	 important,	 or	 at	
least	a	lot	less	interesting!		

The	 radical	 heart	 of	 our	 faith	 that	
may	 not	 be	 so	 obvious	 in	 Jesus’	 words	
“love	your	neighbour	as	yourself”	is	this—
Jesus	 has	 a	 very	 broad	 idea	 of	 who	 is	
included	 in	 that	 word	 “neighbour.”	 Hint:	
it’s	 everybody!	 Remember,	 in	 another	
place	 Jesus	 tells	 us	 to	 love	 our	 enemies.	
This	 is	more	 than	being	good	neighbours	
or	 good	 citizens;	 this	 is	 loving	 as	 God	
loves.		

The	great	reformer	John	Calvin	said	
that	 if	 we	 look	 at	 others	 from	 a	 merely	
human	point	of	view	we	will	find	much	to	
judge	and	to	disapprove	of.	We	can	make	
up	 all	 kinds	 of	 excuses	 to	 withhold	 our	
love	from	those	we	think	undeserving.	

But,	Calvin	said,	if	we	look	at	others	
the	way	 that	 God	 sees	 them,	we	will	 see	
their	flaws	no	doubt,	and	we	will	see	their	
shortcomings;	 and	 we	 will	 look	 with	
compassion	on	them,	as	we	recognize	that	
we	are	 just	 as	 flawed,	 just	 as	messed	up;	
and	yes,	by	grace,	just	as	loved	by	God.		
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One	 of	 my	 intellectual	 heroes,	
Canadian	 philosopher	 Charles	 Taylor,	
wrote	 “perhaps	 only	 God,	 and	 to	 some	
extent	 those	 who	 commit	 themselves	 to	
God,	 can	 love	 human	 beings	 when	 they	
are	 utterly	 abject.”	 God	 loves	 even	 the	
most	 unlovable,	 and	 when	 we	 are	 in	
relationship	with	God,	we	can	learn	to	do	
that,	too.		

This	 is	 what	 Jesus	 is	 getting	 at	
when	 he	 commands	 us	 to	 love	 God	with	
all	your	heart,	and	with	all	your	soul,	and	
with	 all	 your	 mind.	 When	 we	 love	 God	
with	that	kind	of	commitment—living	our	
lives	 in	 obedience	 to	 God,	 orienting	 our	
lives	 towards	 God,	 wanting	 for	 our	 lives	
what	 God	wants	 for	 our	 lives—when	we	
do	 that,	we	 come	 closer	 to	 loving	 as	God	
loves,	 including	 loving	 our	 enemies.	 The	
radical	 heart	 of	 our	 story	 is	 a	 saving,	
reconciling	love.		

Over	 the	 past	 several	weeks	we’ve	
been	hearing	from	the	Apostle	Paul	in	his	
letters	 to	 the	 church.	The	 story	Paul	 tells	
is	 that	 God	 has	 always	 loved	 us,	 even	
when	 we	 were	 God’s	 enemies.	 Paul	 says	
that	 “Christ	 died	 for	 the	 ungodly,”	 that	
there	are	no	limits	to	God-in-Jesus’	costly,	
sacrificial,	 saving	 love	 for	humanity,	even	
for	 those	 we	 might	 judge	 to	 be	
undeserving.		

Scripture	 tells	 us	 that	 after	 his	
resurrection,	 Jesus	 returned	 to	 the	 very	
people	who	had	deserted	him,	who	had	so	
disappointed	 him,	 those	 closest	 to	 him,	
the	 disciples,	 the	 nucleus	 of	 what	 would	
become	 the	 church.	 This	 too	 is	 a	 sign	 of	
the	 radical	 love	 of	 God,	 returning	 to	 us,	
forgiving	us,	inviting	us	to	try	again,	even	
when	we	had	turned	our	backs.		

This	 is	 our	 story:	 that	 we	 are	
upheld—saved—by	this	love,	and	that	we	
are	meant	 in	our	 somewhat	halting	ways	
to	extend	this	love	and	welcome	to	others.	
To	 love	as	we	have	been	 loved.	Love	God	
with	everything	you’ve	got,	and	love	your	
neighbour—and	 your	 enemy—as	
yourself.	 This	 is	 the	 risky	 and	 costly	
adventure	to	which	the	church	is	called—
to	be	part	of	God’s	work	of	reconciliation.		

Over	 the	 past	 week,	 we’ve	 had	 a	
few	 opportunities	 at	 Trinity	 to	 practice	
this	 kind	 of	 radical,	 risk-taking,	
reconciling	 love.	 Last	 Sunday	 we	 hosted	
almost	 a	 hundred	 of	 our	 neighbours,	
sharing	 a	 community	meal	 together.	 And	
while	I	could	not	be	with	you,	I	have	heard	
stories	 of	 the	 kind	 of	 sharing	 and	
fellowship	 that	happened	at	 table.	This	 is	
a	 vision	 of	 Holy	 Communion,	 incarnated	
by	all	of	you.	This	is	loving	others	as	God-
in-Jesus	loved	us.		

Also,	yesterday	was	 the	 fourth	and	
final	 session	 of	 the	 Cultural	 Competency	
Course,	 in	 which	 twenty-one	 of	 us	 from	
the	 United	 Church	 have	 been	 on	 a	
pilgrimage	 of	 reconciliation,	 guided	 by	
Okanagan	 Syilx	 elders	 Eric	 Mitchell	 and	
Chris	 Marchand.	 Yesterday	 we	 were	
hosted	 at	 Round	 Lake	 and	 at	 a	 kekuli	 or	
traditional	 winter	 house	 on	 Westside	
Road.	We	were	joined	by	two	more	elders,	
who	 shared	 their	 stories,	 including	 some	
painful	 assessments	 of	 the	 impact	 of	
Canadian	 culture	 on	 the	 Okanagan	
peoples,	 and	 on	 the	 land	 and	 the	
ecosystem.	

We	 listened,	 with	 what	 Chris	
Marchand	 calls	 good	 minds	 and	 good	
hearts.		
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On	 behalf	 of	 the	 United	 Church,	 I	
recited	 the	 words	 of	 our	 church’s	 two	
apologies	 to	 First	 Nations’	 peoples:	 the	
first	an	apology	 for	our	 failure	 to	be	 true	
to	 our	 own	 teachings,	 a	 failure	 which	
blinded	 us	 to	 the	 ways	 God	 has	 been	
present	 amongst	 aboriginal	 peoples	 all	
along;	 and	 the	 second	an	 apology	 for	 the	
impact	and	harm	of	the	Indian	Residential	
School	system.		

When	we	do	 things	 like	 this:	when	
we	 invite	 our	 brothers	 and	 sisters	 who	
are	homeless	to	share	a	meal	together,	or	
when	 we	 risk	 extending	 of	 the	 hand	 of	
friendship	 to	 those	 whom	 we	 have	
harmed—we	are	not	meant	to	do	this	out	
of	 sense	of	 superiority,	 as	 though	we	are	
graciously	 bestowing	 a	 gift	 on	 those	 less	
fortunate,	 as	 some	 kind	 of	 act	 of	 charity,	
as	 though	 we	 are	 like	 God.	 That	 is	 not	
really	our	calling	as	a	church.		

Rather,	 we	 are	 meant	 to	 do	 these	
things	 with	 deep	 humility,	 remembering	
with	 thanksgiving	 how	 God	 has	 loved	 us	
even	when	we	didn’t	deserve	it;	how	God	
has	set	 the	 finest	 table	 for	us	even	 in	our	
poverty	 and	 even	 when	 our	 lives	 are	
messed	up	and	we	don’t	have	everything	
together.	 How	 God-in-Jesus	 endured	 the	
humiliation	of	the	cross	to	set	us	free.	

That’s	 the	 radical	 heart	 of	 our	
story;	that	is	what	is	meant	to	inspire	our	
life	and	witness	as	a	church.	As	those	who	
have	 been	 saved	 by	 God’s	 love,	 we	 offer	
our	 whole	 selves	 in	 thanksgiving,	 loving	
God	 with	 everything	 we’ve	 got.	 As	 those	
who	have	been	saved	by	God’s	mercy,	we	
seek	 to	 love	 our	 neighbours	 as	 God	 has	
loved	us.		

	

When	 I	 think	 about	 this	 as	 the	
calling	of	 the	 church,	 I	 can	 tell	 you	 that	 I	
am	 a	 lot	 less	 anxious	 about	 structural	
change	in	our	denomination.	In	fact,	I’ll	go	
so	 far	 as	 to	 say	 that	 our	 worries	 about	
structure	 have	 become	 a	 distraction	 or	 a	
diversion	 from	 our	 calling	 as	 a	 church.	
Our	 identity	does	not	 lie	 in	the	particular	
shape	 of	 our	 denominational	 structures,	
or	in	the	habits	we	have	learned	over	the	
past	 ninety	 years	 of	 our	 shared	
denominational	 life,	 as	 helpful	 and	 good	
as	some	of	those	have	been.		

We	are	blessed	to	be	participants	in	
a	story	that	is	so	much	older,	and	so	much	
bigger	 than	 that.	 This	 time	 of	 big	 change	
in	our	 church	 is	 an	opportunity	 for	us	 to	
remember	that,	and	to	re-centre	ourselves	
in	the	radical	heart	of	our	faith,	this	story	
of	a	powerful,	saving,	reconciling	love	that	
knows	no	limits.	

Let	us	pray:1		

Lord	 Jesus,	 help	 us	 to	 love	 you	 as	
you	 have	 loved	 us.	 During	 this	 time	 of	
worship,	 enable	 us	 to	 lay	 aside	 our	
distractions	 and	 preoccupations	 and	 to	
focus	all	of	our	thoughts	and	affections	on	
you.	 Open	 our	 eyes	 to	 see	 others	 as	 our	
neighbours.	 When	 our	 neighbour	 is	 in	
need,	help	us	to	see	our	neighbour’s	need	
as	 our	 responsibility,	 that	 we	 might	 be	
moved	 from	 affection	 for	 you	 to	 loving	
obedience	 to	 you.	 Continue	 to	 sustain	 us	
by	your	saving	love,	to	forgive	us	when	we	
go	 astray,	 and	 to	 shape	 us	 into	 your	
church	for	the	sake	of	the	world	you	love.	
Amen.	
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