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Sermon – June 26, 2011 

“No Greater Love” 

Rev. Gwen Drake 
 

 

Scripture Reading:   Psalm 121, John 15:12-17 

 

Prayer of Preparation: 

We give you thanks, O God, for ancient, living stories.  Through these stories, 

you nurture our imaginations, touch our feelings, increase our awareness, and 

challenge our assumptions.  Bless the words I speak and open our hearts to the 

power of your Spirit as we listen and take into our lives, your living word.  

Amen. 

 

It’s my last Sunday in the pulpit for a while, and for a long while as the pastor of 

a local church and believe me, that feels kind of strange and exciting all at the 

same time.  I’ll be in a totally new kind of weekly rhythm!  It will probably take 

me a while to figure out what the natural flow and rhythm of my work will 

be…if there is one.  I already have 3 to 4 pastors who want me to come to their 

churches for various reasons, from come and see what we are doing to come and 

see and gee it would be nice if you could fix our problems.  So in a week or 

so…let the fun begin. 

 

I am so excited for you and your future with Clay and Jen Andrew.  At 

Conference last Sunday I stood up front with the Bishop during the reading of 

the appointments.  I read the name of the churches of the Southern District and 

since the Bishop sets the appointments, he read the pastor’s names.  When I read 

Hillsboro United Methodist Church; the Bishop read Clay Andrews.  I didn’t 

even notice; but Clay did.  Not that he corrected the Bishop right then and there.  

Instead, he made a comment on that social network site some of us participate 

on.  Something about wondering if he was really coming to Hillsboro since the 

Bishop said Andrews not Andrew.  We had a little fun with that comment!  So, 

remember Clay and Jen’s last name is Andrew, singular. 
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Today, I have chosen one of my favorite Psalms and a couple of verses from the 

Gospel of John as the Scripture. I love Psalm 121 because I often look to the 

hills and mountains and high desert for help.  Put me on a horse and send me out 

riding and I will come back with a fresh, rejuvenated perspective, for a little 

while, anyway.  I got back into horses when I was in Dallas because my therapist 

asked me, “Why don’t you get a horse?”  I had many good reasons—all 

involving money and moving!   I got one anyway.   It changed my perspective 

on life.  Of all the ways I connect to God and there are many…when I’m with 

my horse, I am always mindful, awake, in the present, balanced, attentive, and in 

tune with all my senses…it’s all there and I learned it as a child.  It’s the most 

natural discipline I have in my whole life.  So, when I think of Psalm 121, I think 

of all the hills and mountain trails I have ridden.  God is there; my strength 

comes from the hills. 

 

And then I have this call, a call into the ministry, a call into a whole different 

kind of ministry.  And that’s where the John passage comes in.  Jesus was having 

a really long one-side conversation (as far as we know it was one-sided) with his 

disciples, wanting to tell them everything they needed to know to get along 

without him. He wanted them to do more than just get along without him.  He 

wanted them to thrive and live up to their potential and do even greater things 

than he.  He told them, “I’ve loved you the way my Creator has loved me.  Make 

yourselves at home in my love.”        

 

Jesus wanted their joy to be like his joy.  He wanted them to find their own joy.  

He said, “Love one another the way I loved you.”  Then he said,  This is the very 

best way to love.  Put your life on the line for your friends.”  There is no greater 

love.  I want you to have that kind of love—and not just for the person you live 

with (although I hope you do)…for humanity.   

 

Mike Slaughter kept telling us a week ago Saturday at the Leadership Event at 

Annual Conference, “I’m 59 years old and I’m almost dead” before he went on 

to talk about the urgency of getting outside our walls and being in relationship 

with your neighbors.  I’m very proud to say our church had eight people there, 

counting Clay who isn’t ours yet, almost though, he’s moving into town the 

same day I’m moving out.  Mike Slaughter also said, “Find your burning bush 

and go do it!”  That’s another way of saying, “Put your life on the line!”  Jesus 

needs our hands and feet in this world and if it isn’t going to be you, then who is 

going to be…the church down the street?  Those big mega-churches?  I don’t 

believe for one second, God is calling us to be a big mega-church.  God is 

calling us to be disciples—the hands and feet of Christ.  Mike Slaughter said, I 

would rather have a few committed disciples than a big mega-church of people 

who just warm the pews on Sunday morning.  And it’s not about inviting people 

to church either; it’s about making a difference, touching people through 
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relationships.  I’ve said this before and I’m probably going to say it a lot more.  

Find your passion and your dream and do it.  That is your burning bush; that’s 

what God yearns for you and don’t waste anymore time.   

 

I’m right there with Mike Slaughter, one year away from almost being dead.  So, 

no, I’m not giving up my horse in my new job.  Some of you already totally get 

it.  You know what you love and you bet your life on it.  You are the most 

inspiring people I know.  You are fully alive and fully present and living your 

dream not letting anything get in your way. 

 

Jesus said, “I’m no longer calling you servants…I’ve named you 

friends…always remember this one thing:  Love one another.” 

 

I got a little bit of advice on what to say in this message.  Someone said, just say 

three words and sit down and see what people do.  Well, if I did, my three words 

would be, “This is it.”  All we have is right now, this moment.  Wake up, be 

present now, love one another now.  Another idea was, like getting the last word 

in, saying something I wish I had said, or always wanted to say.  I did that once 

with a church and tried to do that with my ex-husband.  Didn’t work all that well 

in both cases.  So, I’m not going to do that either.  Besides, I think I’ve actually 

learned to say what I need to say when I need to say it…maybe…I know I will 

find out just how much I’ve learned in this next appointment!  Anyway, from 

now on, I will call you friends, not parishioners, or my congregation.   As friends 

I expect you will go and do even greater things than what we have done the last 

five years.  In fact I can’t wait to read in the Spire, or on Facebook, what great 

things you are doing!   

 

For the last five years, we have laughed and cried together.  I have been 

challenged and encouraged and disappointed and confused.  It’s all here—a 

whole gamut of emotions.   

 

There have been many times in my life and yours like this one…saying 

good-bye, doing last things together, knowing we will never be the same 

after spending time together.  Jesus knew it was his last night.  The Gospel 

writers told some of the details—the room, the preparation, the words.  

They left out a lot, too.  How can we capture these moments—these 

everlasting, yet fleeting moments?  We capture them in ritual.  We may 

not remember the details, like this sermon, so well.  But we will remember 

the ritual.  Here are just a few simple rituals I will remember.   I will 

remember the ritual of sitting in a certain chair in Laura’s office where we 

shared our lives with each other…sometimes just for a minute, sometimes 

longer…not every day, nearly every week, I think.  I won’t remember all 

the details.  I will remember the ritual.  I will remember the ritual of 
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walking down the aisle with the microphone for the sharing of joys and 

concerns.  You are the first church I have served who did this regularly 

and by the way, did it well.  I think it took me a year or two, I’m a slow 

learner sometimes, to find what really worked well for me and you, as we 

shared joy together, laughed together, cried together, prayed together.  I 

will remember the ritual of starting our Monday meeting nights with me 

sitting on a stool, sometimes not totally prepared, sometimes times overly 

prepared, sometimes just sharing where we were at, sometimes asking 

where you have seen God working in your lives.  I won’t remember the 

details, but I will remember sitting on that stool. I will miss the ritual of 

choir practice.  I hope I can find a community choir I can sing in, who will 

understand my anticipated many absences.  Music is as big in my life as 

riding my horse.  I take it for granted now.  I’m going to miss the ritual of 

preparing an anthem, a musical message for worship.  Most of all, I am 

going to miss the community called church, where we gather Sunday 

morning for worship and fellowship.  I won’t have that community around 

me—I’ll have 44 of them and they are all different.  Plus, next year it will 

be more, because the Bishop announced at Annual Conference that we 

will be downsizing from 5 districts to 4 districts!   My response to that, 

right now, is yikes, I didn’t sign up for this! 

 

I celebrate the community here we call Hillsboro UMC whom I now call you my 

friends.  I won’t remember all the details of our last 5 years together.  I will 

remember the ritual, especially this ritual of breaking bread and sharing the cup.  

It has been a great honor and privilege.  I give thanks for each of you and all of 

you, as we join together in the great thanksgiving of our communion litany. 

 

 

 


