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Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who loves is 

born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, for God 

is love. God's love was revealed among us in this way: God sent his only Son into 

the world so that we might live through him. In this is love, not that we loved God 

but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins. 

Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another. No one 

has ever seen God; if we love one another, God lives in us, and his love is 

perfected in us. (I John 4:7-12) 

  

After he had washed their feet, had put on his robe, and had returned to the table, 

he said to them, “Do you know what I have done to you? You call me Teacher and 

Lord – and you are right, for that is what I am. So if I, your Lord and Teacher, 

have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have set 

you an example, that you also should do as I have done to you.” (John 13:12-15 ) 

 

  

James Harnish is the twin brother of Jack Harnish, who was the senior pastor at First Church in 

the years before Laurie and I came here. In his book, A Disciple’s Path, he tells the true story of 

an auction at Christie’s in London on May 16, 2006.  

 

The auctioneer (he said) held up an old violin and opened the bidding. There were 

audible gasps when the bids passed $1 million and then $2 million. When the 

bidding ended at $3.5 million, the typically sedate auction house broke into 

applause. It was the highest price that ever had been paid for a musical 

instrument. 

  

Here’s why. The violin had been hand-crafted in 1707 by Antonio Stradivari, the 

greatest maker of stringed instruments in history. No other instrument produces 

the quality of sound that comes from a Stradivarius, though no one has fully 

explained why. 

  

Mary Anne Evans, the nineteenth-century British novelist and poet who used the 

pen name George Eliot to make sure that her works were taken seriously, wrote a 

poem in which she described Stradivari as a simple man who patiently worked at 

his bench for forty years. 
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In the poem, a young, undisciplined painter named Naldo mocks Antonio’s hard 

work, telling him that he could have wealth and fame with a lot less labor.

Antonio replies that any musician who holds one of his violins will be grateful 

that Stradivari lived, made violins, and made them the best that he could. He says 

that God gives the musicians their skill, but he gives them instruments to play: 

“God choosing me to help Him.” 

 

When Naldo is shocked by the idea that God needs Antonio’s help, Antonio 

replies:  

  “Not God Himself can make man’s best 

  Without best men to help Him... 

  He could not make 

  Antonio Stradivari’s violin 

  Without Antonio.” 

  

And then Jim Harnish says, “The poet captured this shocking affirmation of Scripture: the 

infinite, almighty God chooses to accomplish the transformation of the world by working in and 

through the lives of ordinary people who became the agents of God’s love.” You and me: love in 

action. 

  

The author of 1 John gives us some of the most powerful words in the world: “Beloved, let us 

love one another, because love is from God; everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. 

Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is love.”  

  

What’s God’s name? God’s name is love. And God’s love is “love in action.” God’s love is 

implanted in each one of our hearts at birth. That’s what it means for you and me to be created in 

God’s image. 

  

The essence of what is being said is, first, that God is working. God has not retired. The very 

nature of the God we know through scripture is that God is active love. God is involved, not 

distant. God is present, not absent. We pray each week in the Lord’s Prayer, “Thy kingdom 

come, thy will be done,” and they are not empty words. Jesus described the Kingdom of God as 

being like the very small mustard seed which, when nurtured and grown, becomes the largest 

tree around. God is actively growing God’s dominion and we are invited to be partners in this 

work. God is active in our world, working God’s loving will, building God’s kingdom, the 

dominion of God’s rule. God is at work and we’re essential elements in what God is doing.  

  

The second essential element we hear in the story of Antonio Stradivari follows quickly upon the 

first: God works through you and me. God works through human beings. It’s not a matter of 

conceit or vanity in Eliot’s poem that Stradivari says God needs him. God cannot make the best, 

without the best women and men to help God. God made us, gifted us, and works through us. 

There’s only one thing that’s often missing: us!  

  

So here are the two essential elements for Christian service. One is the recognition that God has 

given you and me gifts to use. The second key ingredient is our willingness to use our gifts for 

God.  
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John’s portrayal of Christ’s Last Supper with his disciples gives us one of the best models for 

service. I want to share it with you today because the only time this dramatic encounter is 

included in the lectionary is on Maundy Thursday, and most of you aren’t there for that service. 

At this supper, all of the people who have come to Jerusalem with him – Peter, James, John, 

Andrew, Judas – are at the table. The atmosphere must have been thick with tension because 

everyone knew what was going to happen. Jesus is going to die. The Jewish authorities have 

decided to get rid of this outspoken prophet before he irritates the Romans more than he already 

has.  

  

And at that dinner Jesus stands up, takes off his garment, takes the basin of water and towel that 

were always there for dinner guests, and does the most astonishing thing: he kneels in front of 

each one of them, washes the feet of each, and dries them with the towel. This task is the 

responsibility of whoever is the most lowly in a group of people. It is common hospitality, 

courtesy extended always. Clearly no one else has done it. If you pay attention to the story, Peter 

gets upset and storms around the table to sit in the very last seat – so this task should have been 

his to do, and he didn’t do it.  

  

What type of example is this? They must have wondered. For the disciples, this is the most 

extraordinary thing they have ever experienced. Jesus – their teacher, the one they have come to 

regard as Lord, slowly coming to understand that God is in him – kneeling, washing feet. They 

are speechless, until he comes to Peter and Peter loudly resists, “Not my feet, Lord! You won’t 

be doing this for me!” – saying what they all were thinking. And Jesus says, in essence, “Yes, 

Peter, this is who I am. I have come as a servant. And now, from now on, you must love one 

another as I have loved you, and you must never forget what I have done this night.” 

  

And take note of this: there is no other ethical imperative in John’s Gospel. There is no “turn the 

other cheek,” no “walk the second mile,” no “give your cloak away.” Just this example of the 

most humble service and this command that we “love one another as I have loved you.”  

  

Jesus returns to this command several times in the conversation he has with the disciples that 

night. And then, by way of explicit explanation, Jesus says, “I have set you an example, that you 

also should do as I have done to you.” And what is that example? It is that of the most humble 

service. It is that of being the host at the final meal you’ll ever have with the people most 

devoted to you, and in that setting being willing to wash their feet because someone else was too 

“put out” to do it. It’s the example of service, not to the powerful or the privileged, but to the 

least and the last, because we are to love. 

  

And isn’t that what goes on here at Birmingham First every week? Every day! You put love into 

action. You do it in so many ways. By the hundreds of meals you send out at Christmas-time, the 

hundreds of presents given through Angel Tree and also sent to children whose parents are 

incarcerated. Through the Hunger Ministry raising nearly $50,000 a year to feed the hungry, 

through your vital support of Cass Ministries, and Baldwin House, and Brightmoor, their Free 

Store, the Rummage Sale, scores of amazing mission projects, your employment ministry, your 

Walk-In Ministry for those in need, daily hospital calls, and tutoring through Retooling Detroit. 

Forgive me. I leave out far more than I can include in a sermon’s time because every day love is 

put into action here. It’s in our DNA. It’s a Christ-centered value at our very core.  
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I once heard preaching professor Dr. Fred Craddock tell a story about being invited to preach at a 

church in Canada in October. Being from Georgia, he asked the Canadian pastor what the 

weather would be like and was assured it would still be mild. “The cold doesn’t arrive ‘til 

November.” So Dr. Craddock packed nothing heavier than a light sweater.  

  

So wouldn’t you know it? While he was at his hotel, a blizzard hit. He was stuck. The pastor 

couldn’t even drive over to pick him up. The only place to get food was a diner beside the hotel. 

Dr. Craddock walked in looking oddly out of place, wearing nothing heavier than his sweater. 

The diner was packed with stranded motorists and others looking for warm food. The diner had 

run out of everything except soup, so Dr. Craddock told the waitress, “I believe I’ll try the soup.” 

He said the soup was kind of nondescript with a familiar taste that he couldn’t quite identify, but 

it was warm, and the room was crowded, and so he sat at his table and sipped.  

  

After a few minutes a ragged-looking woman walked in with her heavy bags. It was quickly 

evident that the streets were her home. Frozen and covered in snow, she had nowhere else to go. 

She sat at a table, and when the waitress asked for her order, she said, “Just a glass of water, 

please.” 

  

A few minutes later the cook, who must have also been the owner, came to the woman and said, 

“Ma’am, if you don’t order, you can’t take a table. There are paying customers. You’ll have to 

leave.”  

  

She started gathering her things. Then, Dr. Craddock said, the eeriest hush fell over the place. All 

chatter stopped. Suddenly a couple of truckers stood up to leave. Then a few other people began 

to stand, and the hush was broken by the sound of scooting chairs. Dr. Craddock stood up. 

Everyone in the diner rose. It was as if they knew, they all just knew, what love demanded. That 

if the least and the last and the vulnerable weren’t going to be served, they shouldn’t be served 

either.  

  

The cook, still standing by her table, heard the message loud and clear. “Okay, okay. She can 

stay!” he told everyone. As they returned to their seats he looked at the lady and said, “Yours is 

on the house. I’ll bring you some soup.”  

  

Dr. Craddock wraps up this story with these words: “I began to recognize the taste of that soup. 

It didn’t appear to be anything special. It was just simple and ordinary. But then as I looked 

around at everyone eating the same thing, I realized what it tasted like. It tasted like bread and 

wine. Yep, that was it. It tasted like the love of God.” 

  

What did the people in that diner have in common? Very little. They were poor, rich, Canadians, 

Americans, truckers, bankers, black, white. Yet, they had something very important in common. 

They were all cold and hungry, they believed everyone was their neighbor, and that love should 

be put into action. And God’s Love cried out to be put into action. 

 

Love in action: it’s simple, isn’t it? Love in action is responding to others with compassion, 

grace and caring. Nothing more, nothing less. Will you make a commitment to see Jesus in 

someone else this week? Will you do a random act of kindness for someone this week? Can you 
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write a note to someone this week, simply letting them know you care about them? Can you, in 

some symbolic way, wash somebody’s feet in the week to come?  

  

You know, there is a second tale of a Stradivarius violin that is very instructive for us, and it’s 

true. A world-renowned violinist, at the time of his death, bequeathed his priceless Stradivarius 

violin to his home city with one strict condition. This violin, which had enchanted people with 

exquisite music, was to be displayed in a case in a museum and never again played. And this was 

done. Now that violin, once able to produce the most beautiful music, is worthless. It has become 

unplayable because it is never played. It has disintegrated because it is never used. 

  

Remember, you are like Stradivarius’ violin. Which means God needs you. You are the 

instrument God chooses to transform the world through the music of your life, through the hope 

you embody and the love you show to all. 

  

God offers the same love and mercy to each of us. And then God desires – even commands – that 

we love like Christ. And Christ set for us the definitive example of God’s love in action. Christ 

himself got down on his knees and washed those filthy feet, for all time showing us God’s love 

in action. We are to serve the least, the last, and the lost – and sometimes that’s not very 

pleasant. But in so doing, we love with the very love of Jesus Christ.  

  

May we pray? God of grace, you know how greatly we need your forgiveness and mercy. And 

freely you offer your merciful love to us in our need. Yet, you need us as well. You need us to 

offer our gifts and our lives to you to embody your love. You need us to make space here for 

everyone. You need us to build your kingdom by following Christ’s example to serve. As we 

receive your love, call us again to your humble service in the example of Christ. Amen.  

 


