‘The touch paper was lit. “And you call
yourself a Christian!”’

‘Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who loves is
born of God and knows God...’
1 John 4:7-12

NEWS COMMENT INSPIRATION DEBATE

A

fter a long overnight meeting
of my church’s mission
committee, I was feeling pretty
smug for booking myself into
the quiet carriage of the train – a reward
for taking the minutes. But the next few
minutes spoilt my peace and quiet for
the rest of the journey home.
Comfy seat, coffee in hand, I opened
my book – Mitri Raheb’s I Am a Palestinian
Christian. The theory is probably right
that noise carries more in the quiet
carriage than it does throughout the rest
of the train, where noises cancel each
other out. And so it was that across the
aisle, a couple of women were engaged
in a somewhat heated discussion. I was –
how shall I put it – pretty fed up!
Taking note of the attire of my two
companions, I figured that the situation
required careful handling. So I turned
to Mrs Mutton-dressed-as-lamb and
ever-so-politely pointed out that this
was the quiet carriage. The touch paper
was lit. Mrs Mutton uttered forth with a
litany of abuse, ending with ‘... and you
call yourself a Christian!’

‘If we can’t love people,
what are we doing?’
I retreated into the seat with my
nose firmly in the book, pretending to
read and hoping that Mrs M would not
proceed to address me with her fists.
What made her accuse me of being a
Christian? Was it the book I was reading?
If so, why not accuse me of being
Palestinian?
The older I get, the more I believe
in love – real, realistic love. Nowhere
in our scriptures does it say that love
should put an inane grin on our faces to
signal that in Jesus, everything in our
lives is hunky dory, because the most
inspirational of Christians are those who
have their faith tested in the most brutal
of circumstances. Nowhere does it say
that we should put up with suffering
without feeling pain or disappointment
or rage, otherwise Christ would not have
overturned the tables in the Temple.
Nowhere does it say that love is
passive. Love gives us a strength beyond

ourselves. Love gives us the courage to
put our heads above the parapet. Love
says that we should not rest until the
world is fair and just for everyone. Love
places us in front of both mirror and
Communion table and makes us take
a good look at ourselves. And, yes, love
heals and mends. Love puts us back
together again.
Why does life intervene and real
people show us up for who we are?
Christian, indeed, but a very poor
example of one. Annoyance is one thing;
judgement, quite another. I had no idea
what my companions’ conversation
was about. It could have been about
something very serious and deeply
troubling to them. Who am I to judge
appearance or manners? How dare I
sail home in my bubble of worthiness,
having attended a meeting about the
mission of the Church, reading a book
about someone else’s life as a Christian
in Palestine!
‘Love one another’, the passage says,
for love comes from God. Let’s not be
mistaken, this is not a piece of feelgood, poetic prose. It was written for
a reason – to remind Christians in the
early Church to show love and respect
to one another. The writer of this epistle
wants us to be clear that the mark of a
community of Christians is love, and it is
this which separates us from the world.
A friend of mine once said about
ministry: ‘If you can’t love people, get out.’
She was absolutely right. I say, if we can’t
love people, what are we doing? If we
can’t find it in our hearts to be forgiving,
if we aren’t generous with our time and
our money, if we are not gracious in our
assessments of other people, if we can’t
side with those who need us most… why
are we even bothering?
To my companion on the journey: I
am really sorry. But next time, perhaps
you could turn down the volume just a
little bit? Thank you!
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Chapter & verse – Helen Garton (page 24)
Read 1 John 4:7-12, followed by Helen Garton’s article.

1. This month’s Bible passage is said to have been written by the disciple described as ‘the one
whom Jesus loved’. It is part of a letter thought to have been circulated to many churches at
the end of the first century. What difference, if any, does that context make to your reading of
the Bible text? Is it easier to love after experiencing love?
2. Helen Garton’s first paragraph describes ‘feeling pretty smug’ after a church mission
meeting. What thoughts or feelings are you left with after church-related/Christian activities?
3. The last verse of the Bible passage says that ‘if we love one another, God lives in us’.
What might God living in each one of us look like? And what practical steps might we take
towards this?
4. Helen’s third paragraph introduces ‘Mrs Mutton-dressed-as-lamb’. What did you make of
this descriptor? What kind of judgments do you make of people?
5. ‘... and you call yourself a Christian!’ How do perceptions of Christian behaviour differ from
reality? Where do perceptions of Christian behaviour come from?
6. Helen’s fifth and sixth paragraphs give examples of what the Bible does and doesn’t say
about love. Can you think of other examples?
7. ‘If you can’t love people, get out.’ Do you agree with this view? Why?

For further reflection: ‘If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love,
I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal ...’ 1 Corinthians 13
Prayer: Loving Father, we have learned what love is from your never-ending, unbreakable love
for us. Help us to love with a love that is bigger than our own prejudices and weaknesses.
Teach us to love as you have loved us. Amen.

