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1 John 3:18-24
18 Little children, let us love, not in word or speech, but in truth and action. 19And by this we will know that we are from the truth and will reassure our hearts before him 20whenever our hearts condemn us; for God is greater than our hearts, and he knows everything. 21Beloved, if our hearts do not condemn us, we have boldness before God; 22and we receive from him whatever we ask, because we obey his commandments and do what pleases him. 

23 And this is his commandment, that we should believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one another, just as he has commanded us.24All who obey his commandments abide in him, and he abides in them. And by this we know that he abides in us, by the Spirit that he has given us.
Back in the second grade in Austin, Texas, I was just hitting my stride in that great American pastime, baseball.  It was the year between tee ball and Little League, when parents would pitch to their kids.  I had just had a great game, knocking one out of the park (granted, it was a foul ball) and another ball that took one bounce before hitting the outfield fence.  I suppose the pitcher (my dad) could have taken some of the credit, but he was just proud to see me do well and have fun.  The next game I was sure I would hit a home run.  
Isn’t that what we expect out of life: to see steady progress without any setbacks?  

That next week the biggest fan of baseball was coming into town all the way from Monroe, Louisiana, 8 hours away: my grandfather.  I wanted to show him what I could do, how good I was… that I had what it takes to be a baseball player, a great baseball player.  
My first at bat, the butterflies swirled in my stomach. I swung my Louisville Slugger wildly, hitting a whole lot of nothing.  My dad, the pitcher that night, tried to calm me down, saying, “Be patient.  Wait for your pitch.”  The next at bat I tried a different strategy: I didn’t swing at all.  I got called out looking.  
I didn’t hit anything that night, but something hit me hard and deep: “I’m a fraud.  I’m a failure.  Those hits I got last week?  Just a fluke.  I don’t have what it takes.”  And underneath it all was the deep-seeded certainty that I was not loveable or deserving of love.  No one needed to tell me this.  My heart had condemned myself already.
Some think of God as the great judge, the one who will decide our fate.  But I have news, old news: We don’t need God to condemn us.  We do a pretty good job of condemning ourselves.  And when we’re not condemning ourselves, we are condemning others.  And when we do that, when we condemn ourselves and others to a fate without grace, we are no longer abiding in God’s command to love one another.  We no longer feel God’s Spirit in us. 
If there is one place I feel the most hardening in my heart it is around the Holy Land.  The Israeli and Palestinians have been fighting for generations now, each condemning the other side for unspeakable, horrific acts.  And those of us on the outside often have the strong desire to condemn both sides, a pox on both their houses.  

Yuval was one Israeli justified in condemning the other side.  Yuval had a brother who was an Israeli soldier kidnapped and beaten to death by Palestinian militants.  Yuval had a choice: to condemn those who committed this horrendous crime, to condemn God for allowing this to happen… or to believe in a love greater than his own. 
After some time, Yuval chose to meet with Palestinians who had also lost loved ones in the conflict.  From those meetings, he recognized a need for Palestinians to get healthcare in Israel, so he organized a free taxi service to take injured Palestinian children to hospitals whenever they were seriously sick or injured from a missile strike by his own military.  Over time, he recruited 200 Israelis to join him in helping these families.  His was a service born out of pain yet blossoming in hope.

Some time later, another Israeli soldier was separated from his group and kidnapped by Palestinians.  Would he meet the same fate as Yuval’s brother?  When Yuval arrived at the border, this time it was a soldier and not a child he was picking up.  The Palestinian told the Israeli soldier, “You are alive today because this man took my little girl to the hospital.”
The author of 1 John implores us to love like Jesus loved, meaning to lay down our life for others.  To not just say we love one another but to act like it.  We are called to trust in the love of God, the same love Jesus embodied and the very love that raised his body from the grave.  When our hearts condemn, let us remember: God is greater than our hearts, and gives us strength in what remains.
Back to baseball: After the game, I was so upset I couldn’t see straight.  I avoided my grandfather and went straight for the car.  My dad drove me home, but on the way we stopped at a park with an old rock outcropping overlooking a quarry. 

Standing by those rocks, my dad looked at me and said, “Son, your grandfather and I love you no matter how many baseballs you hit or miss.”  I couldn’t meet his eyes, and continued looking down at my feet.  “I know,” I replied, “but it still hurts.”  My dad looked out over the quarry.  “When I’m upset, I like to run.  I like to get all that anger and frustration out of my system, and just leave it all behind.”  I continued to stare at the ground, but my body began to sway.  I wanted desperately to be free, to no longer be enslaved in the guilt and sorrow of my own condemnation.  Before I knew it I was running, flying down that trail into the quarry, never tiring, desperately wanting to outrun my pain and my shame.
I ran for a long time.  I ran so long that when we returned my mother asked us if everything was all right.  No, everything wasn’t all right.  But it was better, much better.
We so easily condemn ourselves and others.  And yet who is in a place to condemn us? Only Christ, the one who sees all things, believes all things, loves all things. And Christ does not condemn us.  Christ cherishes us. 

The pain of failure.  The pain of losing a loved one.  The pain of injustice.   The love of Christ can heal all this pain.  Everything may not be all right, but it will feel better, for nothing shall separate us from the Love of God.  We may condemn ourselves and others.  We may condemn God.  But God never condemns us. 
May we take the time needed to address our pain.  When our pain is unbearable, may we find the relationships that allow us to run free, to shed all that guilt and sorrow, and to find strength in what remains.  May we go deep within our hearts and in the hearts of each other.  And may we find the love of Christ there, ready to raise us up again in new life, new love and new light.

