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Yesterday, I was with my very sharp 96 year old mother in Milwaukee.  She shared with me a question she wondered about at one time:  “Why am I still here?”  This is a profound question – a question that is answered in Scripture.  Each of us was created by God for a purpose, and that purpose is to do God’s work in the world.  Our 1st reading from the Book of Acts today put it this way, “proclaim the good news about Jesus.”  So, the answer to the question, “Why am I still here?” is: “God still has work for you to do; God wants you to reach out with love to specific people.”  Now, please know that in spite of my mother’s wondering about the question - she knows the answer, and lives it out everyday even at age 96.  You might wonder how my mother, who can barely walk and lives in a senior citizen assisted apartment, can do the Lord’s work!  Actually, she does the Lord’s work every day by inviting people she has just met over to her apartment, by writing about 20 notes and letters each week encouraging people, by praying for people.  Today’s Scripture are all about God’s love, having it inside of us and sharing it. We can all share the love of Jesus in some way no matter what our circumstances.  
Back to that 1st reading from Acts.  We are told that the man from Ethiopia said, “How can I understand unless someone guides me?”  He posed this question to Philip, who was a member of a church north of Jerusalem.  On this particular day, Philip had a nudge from God. [You know about those God-nudges, like when you get a sense that you are supposed to call someone and you don’t really know why. But then when you call them and learn that your timing was absolutely perfect, you see it was too perfect to be a coincidence.]  Well, this nudge from God told Philip to take a trip to a wilderness road. Philip didn’t know what he was to do there, but he went anyway to be obedient.  When he got there, the only person around was a foreign man of royalty in a chariot.  Philip was, I am sure, reluctant to approach this strange man on this potentially dangerous road – but he remembered the Scripture verses we heard from the 1st letter of John today: “God is love….those who abide in love abide in God….perfect love casts out fear” and he listened to the Spirit of God urging him on.  So, Philip took the risk, and approached the man.  Lo and behold, the man was reading the Bible in his chariot!  He was reading the passage from Isaiah we usually read around Christmastime that prophecies Jesus as the Messiah.  This is impossible to fully appreciate unless you have been told about Jesus.  So, Philip knew instantly why God sent him there: he climbed in and helped the man understand the bible and the love of Jesus.  What happened next was so cool.  The man from Ethiopia came to believe in Jesus, right then and there! And, he noticed they were near a body of water, and asked to be baptized.  So Philip, abiding in God’s love, baptized him.  
In 1980, I had a horrible year. I had gone through some rough stuff in my life. I hadn’t been to church for the past ten years, and was feeling very alone.  At work one day, I was talking with a colleague named Pat, and she invited me to the Episcopal Church where she sang in the choir.  They practiced on Wednesday nights, so I went – and the people were nice, I loved singing with them.  They invited me to come again on Sunday, and so I went.  The service was strange to me, but it was a wonderful strangeness….and I kept coming.  During that time, I wondered why all these people I did not know and who did not know me were showing me so much love; why should they care about me?  I wondered if their caring was fake, but in the next few months I realized it was authentic love. They were living out those words from today’s Epistle. “God is love…God lives in us…we love because He first loved us... those who abide in love abide in God”  
The word “abide” is found 13 times in our two short Bible passages from the apostle John today.  The word actually appears 118 times in the New Testament.  This is an important word to Jesus!  Why? Because it is all about how we are to be with Jesus, it is all about relationship.  ABIDE means: to remain, to stay, to continue.  Jesus said in today’s Gospel, “I am the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit…apart from me you can do nothing.” What does it really mean for Jesus to be the vine and us to be the branches?  I find the vine/branches metaphor to be like our circulatory system.  Think about how long you would last in your life without your blood, heart, and blood vessels.  Apart from our blood, we die. Apart from Jesus, we cannot live the full life we were created to live. Your blood pumps through your body so that all your cells get the oxygen they need to keep you going, and if there is an interruption to that blood flow major problems occur: like heart attack, gangrene, stoke, embolism. Jesus’ love is flowing in, above, below, within us like our blood does – and it is this love that we share with others – that is the fruit.  
But that love of Jesus doesn’t always flow smoothly in us. Just like our physical bodies can have blood-flow blockages, our spiritual selves can have God-flow blockages.  The evangelist Dwight L. Moody once said, "Most people talk of cream but live on skim milk." What he was referring to is these blockages: that we don’t fully live out of Jesus’ abiding love. 
-We sing about what a friend we have in Jesus but live as if Jesus isn’t here for us. 
-We sing about leaning on the everlasting arms but then we rely on ourselves and don’t lean on Him. 
-We sing about being with Him in the garden but live as if we're alone. 
One reason we have God-flow blockages is fear; many people are scared to get close to God.  They mistakenly think that keeping God at a distance somehow feels safer, because maybe He won’t expect as much of me or maybe He won’t know everything about me. Just the opposite is true. Most of our fears are unfounded, unjustified.  The fruit of fear is distrust, suspicion, and resentment. Fear cannot generate love, sympathy, tenderness, compassion. Unfounded fears stands in the way of us living the abundant life God has planned for us.  The Scriptures say, “God is love….perfect love casts out fear.”  Keeping God close, abiding in Him, gives us real security; we can face whatever comes our way.  When we are connected to the vine, abiding in Christ, we are filled with God’s love and our fears and anxieties flow out of us – because God is big enough to handle them.  

You wonder how Philip had the guts to follow God’s leading to teach and baptize the man from Ethiopia?  You wonder how my mother has the energy to invite people over at age 96?  You wonder where my colleague Pat took the risk to invite me to Church? You wonder where all those people in that choir had the time and inclination to show me, a stranger, such love?  It is all because each of them abides in God’s love.  It is all because they allowed the love of God to fill them, flow through them, and because of this their fears melted away.
The Good News is that you don’t have to change your diet or exercise more to heal the Jesus-flow blockages, and have God’s love abide in you – you just need to invite more of Jesus into your life: spending more time and focus in prayer, worship, service, study.  This is not yet another annoying demand on your time, this is life giving, uplifting, peace giving.  Our relationship with Jesus is vital, permanent, stable, secure, lasting.  Every time you look at your hands and see your veins, think about God’s wondrous love pumping through you – claim it, live by it, rejoice in it, and then share it.  God has specific people for you to share His love with.  Listen to his nudges, and respond. Amen.
2

