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Resonating loudly within each of our hearts is a powerful, compelling desire to live a life that really matters.  And there is nothing quite like the pain of believing that who you are and what you have done with your life really doesn’t matter.  Have you ever felt that way?  Listen to these words and see if they strike a chord in your heart:
I have done nothing.  I have no ability to do anything that will live in the memory of mankind.  My life has been spent in vain and idle aspirations, and in ceaseless rejected prayers that something should be the result of my existence beneficial to my own species.

These words were written by an elderly man as he looked back on what he had done with his life, who concluded that he had “done nothing” with his life.  Do you know who the man was?  His name was John Quincy Adams.  During his life he was a congressman, an ambassador, our secretary of state, and the President of the United States.  John Quincy Adams was a man of great intellect and great accomplishment.  And yet as he neared the end of his life, he was haunted by the sinking feeling that he really hadn’t done anything worth remembering.  In his estimation, he had spent his life “in vain and idle aspirations,” in what we would call “small stuff.”

I have a strong suspicion that John Quincy Adams was being too hard on himself.  But I know the feeling, and I imagine you do, too.  We know how it feels, in those moments of quiet reflection, to look back on our week or our month or our year and say, “What a waste.  All I did was busy work.  I shuffled papers, I ran errands, I paid bills, I filled out forms, I did laundry.  And when I add up what I’ve accomplished over the last year, it all adds up to small stuff.  None of it really matters.”
Jesus came to earth to make it possible for us to live lives that really matter.  By his words he taught us what really matters.  By his life he showed us what really matters.  And by his death and resurrection Jesus gave us the power to live lives that really matter.  Fortunately Jesus didn’t make this hard for us; he explained it very succinctly and simply.  Here’s how he put it:  “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.  This is the first and greatest commandment.  And the second is like it: Love your neighbor as you love yourself.” (Matthew 22:37-39)  

Love, Jesus tells us, is never small stuff.  If you love God with all your heart and if you love people like you love yourself, you will live a life that really matters.  It’s that simple.  And it’s that hard.  

A man was walking along the beach at Santa Cruz when he found a bottle.  He popped the cork, and out came a genie.  The genie thanked him for letting him out and said, “For your kindness I will grant you one wish, but only one.”  The man thought for a moment and said, “I have always wanted to go to Hawaii but have never been able to because I’m afraid of flying and ships make me claustrophobic and ill.  So I wish for a bridge to be built from here to Hawaii.”  The genie thought for a moment and then replied, “I’m sorry, but I can’t do that.  Just think of all the pilings needed to hold up the highway and how deep they would have to be to reach the bottom of the ocean.  Think of all the pavement that would be needed.  I’m sorry, but you’re asking too much.”

The man was disappointed, but he had another idea.  “There is one other thing I’ve always wanted.  I would like to be able to understand women.  What makes them laugh and cry, why are they temperamental, how can I get them to love me – what makes a woman tick?”  The genie thought deeply about this request, and after a few moments of consideration he said to the man, “So do you want two lanes or four?”  

There are some things that can be said very simply, but doing them can be very hard.  It is quite simple to say that a life that really matters is a life of love, but actually living that kind of a life is something very different.  As Linus once put it, “I love mankind; it’s people I can’t stand.”  We believe we should love people.  We believe loving people is essential to living a life that really matters.  But actually loving people – that’s hard.  People are messy; people are demanding; people are complicated; people are selfish.  People are unhealthy, and if we get too close to them, we risk becoming unhealthy too.
John Ortberg relates the true account of three unhealthy people named Leon, Joseph and Clyde.  Each of them had a serious psychological illness called “a messiah complex.”  They were three chronic psychiatric patients at a hospital in Ypsilanti, Michigan, each of whom believed with all his heart that he was Jesus Christ.  The doctor treating them decided to try an experiment.  He put the three messiahs together.  For two years they were assigned adjacent beds, ate every meal together, worked together at the same job, and met daily for group discussions.  The doctor hoped that by rubbing up against each other every day the three messiahs could help each other out of their delusion.

It didn’t work.  After two years the doctor met with the three men in their regular group therapy session.  The doctor asked Leon, “Who are you?”  Leon replied, “I am the Messiah, the Son of God.  I am on a mission.  I was sent here to save the earth.”  “How do you know?” the doctor asked.  “Because God told me,” Leon replied.  To which Joseph chimed in and said to Leon with a bit of outrage in his voice, “I never told you any such thing.”

Do you know what makes it so hard to love people?  In one way or another, all of us have a messiah complex.  In one way or another, all of us are trying to be the god of our lives.  The Bible has a name for that attitude; it’s called sin.  Sin makes us unhealthy.  Sin makes us messy.  Sin makes us demanding and selfish and hard to love.

The great irony of life is that every human being who has ever lived has suffered from a messiah complex, except for one person.  Guess who that was – Jesus, who really was the Messiah.  And as the Messiah Jesus came to deliver us from our sin and to enable us to live lives that really matter by living lives of love.  Jesus taught us to love.  Jesus showed us how to love.  And by his death and resurrection, Jesus – the Messiah – made it possible for us to love.

Jesus Taught Us To Love
Over and over in his life, Jesus taught his disciples that love is the primary ingredient of a life that really matters.  On the night before he was arrested Jesus spent a number of hours offering his final thoughts to his disciples.  Among Jesus’ last words were these:  “A new command I give you: Love one another.  As I have loved you, so you must love one another.  By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” (John 13:34-35)  

Now at first blush that doesn’t sound all that hard, does it?  The disciples were best buddies.  They had spent over three years together, they knew each other well, and they most likely enjoyed being together.  Love one another?  What could be so hard about loving your best friends?

My first year in seminary I lived in an apartment with three of my best friends.  I had lived in a dormitory for the three prior years, so this was my first experience sharing an apartment with three other guys.  The four of us had grown up together.  We knew each other well, we made each other laugh, we trusted each other like brothers.  We had some squabbles.  We didn’t care much for cleaning up after each other.  We didn’t much like cooking for each other.  We didn’t always like each other’s taste in music.  But we got along.  You could even say we loved each other.
Until one of us got sick.  We loved each other enough to cook for each other and to take our turns vacuuming and dusting.  But once one of us got sick, all bets were off, especially if someone got the flu.  I knew that if I got the flu, I would be on my own.  No one would help me in the bathroom, no one would clean up after me, no one would bring me 7-Up, no one would get me a towel or a washcloth.  My three buddies, who said they loved me, would literally vacate the apartment for a few days until I got over the flu because I was too messy and too smelly and way too contagious, and they didn’t want to clean up after me.

And Jesus says, “If you want to live a life that really matters, love one another.”  To make sure the disciples understood what he meant by love, Jesus used a visual aid as part of the lesson.  Jesus and his disciples were eating.  In those days people didn’t sit at the dinner table.  They would lie down, with their head by the table and their feet sticking out at the other end.  When someone came over to your house for dinner, it was customary for the host to have a servant available to wash the feet of the guests as they arrived.  On this occasion, as the disciples gathered with Jesus for dinner, no one was available to wash the guests’ feet, which were covered with the dust and dirt they had accumulated walking around the countryside.  So they just skipped the foot-washing custom.  None of them wanted to do it.  After all, feet aren’t exactly the most attractive body part.  Feet look odd, and if you ask me, feet feel odd.  After all, love has its limits, doesn’t it?

And that’s Jesus’ point – love doesn’t have limits.  When it becomes clear that no one is going to take care of the foot-washing responsibility, Jesus gets up from the table, pours some water in a basin, wraps a towel around his waist, and goes from one disciple to the next, washing their feet as they continue on with their meal.  That’s love.  Love doesn’t think, “That’s beneath me.  That’s too messy.  I might get sick.  It’s too much trouble.  I’m above that.  It’s too inconvenient.”  Love says, “I will do whatever I can to help you.  I am here to serve.  I might get dirty.  I might get sick.  I might get tired.  It doesn’t matter.  Getting sick or tired or dirty – that’s small stuff.  But you aren’t small stuff.  I am here for you.”

There are times when love is easy.  The vast majority of the time, it is very easy to love my wife and my kids and my friends.  But there are also times when love is very hard.  It’s hard to love someone who is mean and insulting to you.  It is hard to love someone who laughs at your misfortune and who gloats over their success.  But according to Jesus, in order to live a life that really matters, I need to love even when it’s hard.  Do you remember when Jesus said this: “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you: Love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you.” (Matthew 5:43-44)  
Walter Everett is a pastor of a Methodist church in Bridgeport, Connecticut.  Walter’s only child was his son, Scott.  Scott was 24 when he was shot and killed by a drunk in an altercation at the apartment building where Scott lived.  In the months that followed Scott’s death, Walter arranged to meet with Scott’s killer, a man named Michael Carlucci.  And Walter told Michael, “I forgive you.”  Seven years later, Michael stood before Rev. Everett along with his fiancée.  It was Michael’s wedding day, and Walter was performing the ceremony.  That’s hard for me to imagine.  Something in us recoils at the thought of forgiving an enemy, forgiving someone who killed someone we loved.  John F. Kennedy once expressed what many of us think when he said, “Forgive your enemies, but never forget their names.”  But that isn’t love, not the kind of love Jesus taught us.  Jesus taught us to love our enemies.  It isn’t easy; it couldn’t be harder.  But it is the only way to life a life that really matters.

Jesus Showed Us How To Love
Of course it’s one thing to give a lecture on love; it is something else to live out your lecture.  Jesus did more than tell us how to love.  He showed us how to love, over and over again.
Every society has its untouchables.  In my Mother’s day it was people with polio.  My Mom was one of them.  When I was very young my Mom spent a fair bit of time in the hospital battling polio.  While I remember little of that time, I do remember this – we could not touch her.  We could not be in the same room with her.  She would stand in her hospital room window and wave to us, and we would wave back to her, but that was as close as we could get.  Among our untouchables today are people with AIDS.  Don’t touch – you could get infected, you could get sick.  
In Jesus’ day it was the leper who was untouchable.  The Old Testament law was very clear – do not touch a person with leprosy.  The rabbis of Jesus’ time carried the law further.  According to the rabbis, if a leper entered your home, the home itself would be unclean and must be destroyed.  If a leper was seen on a public street, it was permissible to pelt him with eggs and stones to drive him away.  Why?  Because leprosy was not just considered to be a physical illness; it also carried with it a moral stigma.  It was assumed to be a curse from God for a person’s sin.

Let’s try to put ourselves in the place of a leper for a moment.  Imagine the thought of knowing that you will never be allowed to touch another person again.  You will never feel the hug of a little child, you will never feel your wife’s lips on yours, you will never feel someone shake your hand or put their arm around you.  You are an outcast, a pariah.  You cannot appear in public.  You are required to say in hiding, far away from all uninfected people.  You are not allowed to worship God in the synagogue, or to shop in the market, or to hang out with your friends.

So what does Jesus have to say about how we are to relate to lepers and other untouchable people?  The truth is Jesus doesn’t say anything about relating to lepers.  Instead, Jesus shows us how to relate to people society deemed to be untouchable by touching them.  Immediately after delivering his best known sermon, what we call the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus descends from the mountainside to continue on his journeys.  And who should show up in Jesus’ path but a leper.  The leper shouldn’t have been there; it was against Jewish law for him to be in public like that.  But this leper was particularly desperate, and he had a sense that this rabbi, this Jesus, was different from all the other rabbis in Israel.  The story is told for us in two short verses in Matthew: “A man with leprosy came and knelt before Jesus and said, ‘Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean.’  Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man.  ‘I am willing,’ he said.  ‘Be clean.’” (Matthew 8:2-3)  
Now I want you to be sure to notice what happened here.  How did Jesus heal this man?  Jesus healed him with a word, when he said to the leper, “Be clean.”  Jesus didn’t heal the man by touching him.  And notice this – when did Jesus heal the man?  He healed the leper after he touched him.  When Jesus healed the leper, the man still had leprosy.  He was still contagious and unclean.  It was against the law for Jesus to touch the man while he was still leprous.  Now if Jesus didn’t need to touch the man to heal him, as he proved by healing him with his words, and if it was against the law for Jesus to touch the man before he healed him, then why did Jesus do it?  Because that’s what love does.  Jesus knew this man’s greatest need wasn’t to be healed; it was to be touched.  Who knows how many years it had been since this man had been touched by anyone in a tender, loving way.  Jesus wanted this man, who had been told by society that he was untouchable, to know and to feel that he was worth touching.  He was worth the risk to Jesus of breaking the Jewish law and offending the religious authorities.  He was worth the risk of contracting leprosy and becoming unclean.
There are many problems in the world that we cannot fix.  I cannot heal a leper or someone who suffers from AIDS.  I can’t, as much as I would like to, heal a broken heart.  But Jesus showed you and me what we can do if we want to live a life that really matters – we can touch those who need to be touched and hold those who need to be held, no matter how messy or sick or unlovely they might be.  I read a story awhile ago about a young man named Thomas who was on his first missions experience to Africa.  He was visiting an orphanage, and one night a 12-year-old girl came to Thomas to ask for his prayers.  The woman who ran the orphanage told Thomas the girl’s story.  When she was 8, she came home from school one day and discovered that her parents were gone.  The night came and went, the next day came and went, the next day and the next.  There was no note, no message left with a neighbor, nothing – they were just gone.  Four years had passed and that young girl spent every day hoping and praying that her mom and dad would just come back for her.

As Thomas began to pray for her, tears came to the girl’s eyes, and as Thomas continued to pray, she completely broke down, shaking and collapsing into Thomas’ arms.  There was nothing Thomas could do for her.  He couldn’t make her parents come back.  He couldn’t take her out of the orphanage.  And so he did the only thing he could think to do.  He grabbed her tightly in his arms, and he wept with her.  For over an hour, Thomas and this girl held onto each other and cried.  Finally there were no more tears to cry.  The girl, exhausted from weeping and from the harshness of her life, fell asleep in his arms.  And for the next three hours, although it was a very hot, humid African evening, Thomas simply held her and rocked her and smoothed out her hair.  Thomas couldn’t fix her, but he could love her.
We can’t fix everyone’s problems.  There is only one Messiah, and we aren’t it.  But we can love.  We can touch those who are deemed untouchable; we can love those who are deemed unlovable.  That is our calling as followers of the true Messiah; that is how to live a life that really matters.

Jesus Empowers Us To Love
But how do we do it?  Where do we get the courage and the energy and the strength to love that way, to love those who are hard to love, to love those who are risky to love?  It’s one thing for Jesus to teach us to love, it’s another for him to show us how to love, but the truth is that Jesus really hasn’t done anything for us at all if he doesn’t also help us to love.
A few years ago I bought some videos made by the late, great Pistol Pete Maravich that he made to teach kids how to play basketball like Maravich did.  I ostensibly bought the videos for my son Ryan to watch and to learn from, but the truth is that they were for me, since Pistol Pete was one of my boyhood idols.  And the videos are really well done.  First Pete tells the viewers how to shoot a basketball – how to hold it, how to release it, how to aim it, and so on.  Next Pete shows us how to shoot a basketball.  Pete averaged over 44 points a game in his college career, so he knows quite a lot about how to shoot, and it shows in the videos.  His form is perfect.  Shot after shot swishes through the net.  In fact, in the entire 50 minute video, Pete never misses a single shot.  It’s almost like watching a robot.  Then came the time for Ryan and me to go out and practice what we learned.  And guess what?  We couldn’t do it like Pistol Pete.  We couldn’t make 50 shots in a row from any place on the court.  In fact, we missed more shots than we made.  It’s great to have Pete tell us what to do, and it’s great to have him show us what to do.  But what we really need is for Pete to help us do it.  But of course he couldn’t.  We were on our own.

Jesus has told us how to live, and he has showed us how to live.  But we need more.  We need Jesus to help us live that way.  And the good news is that he can.  The Bible tells us that when we put our faith in Jesus and become one of his followers, a miracle takes place in our lives.  Jesus comes to live inside of us through the person of the Holy Spirit, and when he does that he makes available to us the same power he had when he lived on this earth.  Jesus, through the Holy Spirit, helps us live and love the way he did.  It’s sort of like having Pistol Pete shoot a basketball through me.  Jesus lives and loves through me when I give him my heart and soul.
Sandy had a good life.  She was raised from birth to believe in Jesus.  She went to a Christian college, began a career as a pediatric nurse, and married a good Christian man.  But four years later, two months pregnant with her first child, Sandy’s life changed dramatically.  Her husband said he didn’t love her anymore and was leaving her.  Two months later Sandy got ill, and instead of staying to care for her, her husband took that opportunity to leave her for good.  Sandy soon found out that her husband had been unfaithful to her, and worse, that he had contracted a sexually transmitted disease.  When the baby was born, the father’s gift to his child was the disease he had passed on.  Rachel, Sandy’s first child, was born anencephalic, with only a brain stem to carry on the most basic functions.  

The doctors said Rachel would only live a matter of days or weeks, but the weeks became months and the months years.  Sandy’s life consisted of working twelve-hour shifts while her sister was with Rachel, and then spending the rest of the day caring for her daughter by herself.  Sandy knew that she would never record Rachel toddling off to her first day of school; there would be no report cards, no homemade valentines, no first steps, no walk down the aisle.  Rachel would never say, “I love you.”  She would never call Sandy “Mommy.”  In fact, Sandy could never even tell if Rachel knew who her mother was.  The only time Rachel seemed to respond to anything at all was during her baths.  Sandy would wash her and rub her back, and Rachel would sometimes make a low, cooing sound, as if she was content.  But that was it.
For years Sandy loved Rachel with all her heart.  She held her and touched her and talked to her and sang to her, though Rachel did not and could not respond.  How did she do it?  Ask Sandy and she says, “It was the power of God.”  And ask Sandy this – wasn’t it a waste of time to spend so much energy and time and money, to sacrifice so much of your life, for someone who couldn’t say your name?  Wouldn’t it have been better just to leave Rachel there at the hospital, or wouldn’t it have been better if Rachel had never been born?  And Sandy will tell you that she could not imagine having done it any other way.  She speaks of experiencing a communion with Rachel that went far beyond words, of learning what it means to love beyond all limits and imperfections.
Sandy discovered what Jesus is trying to teach us all.  A life that really matters is a life spent loving.  Loving those who are dirty.  Loving those who are selfish.  Loving our enemies.  Loving those who are sick and broken.  Loving those we can’t fix.  Loving those who can’t love us back.  It is not an easy life; it is a very hard life.  But we aren’t alone.  Jesus doesn’t just tell us to love.  Jesus doesn’t just show us how to love.  Jesus gives us the power to love.  Let’s ask him for that power right now.  
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