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If you happen to be at an airport during the summer months, it’s very easy to spot 
certain other Christians traveling together. The first hint is the unusual concentration of 
wide brimmed hats and lightweight cargo pants. You might also see a guy seemingly 
with the group, but at somewhat of a distance, introspectively strumming a guitar to a 
mostly involuntary audience. But the real kicker, the thing that gives them away entirely, 
is the matching mission trip t-shirts. I guarantee, now that I’ve brought this to all of our 
attention, that you will notice this phenomenon if you haven’t already.  
 
Matching mission trip t-shirts usually have the church or organization name along with a 
catchy slogan and a logo. Now I don’t mean to disparage the practice too much - it is 
immensely practical to be able to quickly locate the members of your group, especially if 
you are responsible for said group. It can also give a sense of team unity. Personally, I 
have never been a big fan, but that’s mostly because I do not like to be told what to wear! 
 
Nevertheless, this is one way by which Jesus’ disciples are known in the summer 
months in the 21st century. Jesus tells his disciples in the 13th chapter of John’s Gospel 
that everyone will recognize his followers because of the love that they share for one 
another. But think about that statement for a moment. Is it true? Most of the time? Some 
of the time? If we were to go out right now onto High Street in downtown West Chester 
and conduct street interviews asking for the first words that come to mind when people 
hear the word ‘Christian,’ what would we hear? We might hear the word ‘love,’ but we 
would probably hear a lot other words as well because sadly Jesus’ disciples in the 
world today can be known for everything and anything except for love.  
 
The musician Derek Webb has an old song reflecting on this reality, beginning with a 
familiar image, writing: 
  
    They'll know us by the t-shirts that we wear 
    They'll know us by the way we point and stare 
    At anyone whose sin looks worse than ours 
    Who cannot hide the scars of this curse that we all bare 
    they'll know us by our picket lines and signs 
    They'll know us by the pride we hide behind 
    Like anyone on earth is living right 
    And isn't that why Jesus died 
    Not to make us think we're right 
  
By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another. This 
is in the context of what Jesus says is a new commandment. That’s a curious way of 



phrasing it isn’t it? After all, it isn’t new in the sense that there’s never been a 
commandment like it before. In Leviticus, everyone’s favorite book, chapter 19 verse 18 
says, “You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against any of your people, but you 
shall love your neighbor as yourself.” Aha! There it is, right there in the middle of Leviticus. 
True, you have to wade through a lot of murky other commandments, but it’s there.  
 
So it isn’t new in that sense. The command to love one another has been built into the 
fabric of God’s people. But maybe it’s new in a different sense. Maybe what Jesus is doing 
is shining the spotlight on this one command, similar to how on another occasion he said 
that the entire Law and Prophets rest on the commands to love God and love your 
neighbor. He is giving the disciples a new commandment by reframing and reordering their 
understanding of what it is to be a disciple. He calls them to embrace this one thing, loving 
one another, and let it be the very center of their being in the world. 
 
What’s more, they are to love “Just as I have loved you,” Jesus says. He, who at the 
beginning of chapter 13 had washed the disciples’ feet, and who in a few chapters 
would go to the cross for the sins of the world… Jesus is what loving one another looks 
like. And perhaps the greatest struggle his followers have had with loving one another is 
that the definition of “one another” has been consistently and dreadfully too narrow.  
And it didn’t take long for that struggle to manifest as the Gentiles began to receive the 
gospel message. 
 
Beginning with the book of Acts, and continuing throughout the rest of the New 
Testament, we can see the action and reaction pattern of whenever the Church follows 
God’s Spirit into the lives of people who had been outsiders, voices within protest. 
 
Today’s lectionary passage from the book of Acts is particularly illustrative in this 
regard. Peter had returned to Jerusalem from traveling around the region visiting the 
saints and he quickly encounters scrutiny from the Jewish followers of Jesus. Can you 
hear the disgust in verse 3? “Why did you go to uncircumcised men and eat with them?” 
Why did you go to those people?  
 
Whether or not Peter intended or even wanted to share the gospel with Gentiles is 
besides the point. The fact is that he followed God’s Spirit and quite frankly, God’s Spirit 
cornered him in a vision which he will now recount to his inquisitors. It is interesting to 
note that Peter’s retelling in chapter 11 is practically verbatim from when it happened in 
chapter 10. For Luke, the writer of Acts to include this account twice in its entirety 
suggests that it is of the utmost importance. As if to say, do not miss what’s going on 
here Church! Two verses that succinctly capture what God’s Spirit was doing then and 
continues to do are in verse 12 and 17. Peter said that “The Spirit told me to go with 
them and not to make a distinction between them and us.” And in 17, “If then God gave 
them the same gift that he gave us when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was 
I that I could hinder God?” 
 
Through centuries of church history, there are too many tragic examples of the Church 
not going with them, whoever they may be, but instead standing in opposition and 



exerting power over them. But even in the midst of our many failures, there are 
examples of this love Jesus calls us to. 
 
About 11 years ago, the presbytery of Honduras received a letter from a remote 
community named El Sute. The letter was a petition for the presbytery to develop a 
Presbyterian church there and in the surrounding area. No one was familiar with the 
location so they asked someone who was. He said “it’s too far, difficult to access, would 
be too complicated.”  
 
So, the presbytery’s response was a no. It would stretch the presbytery too thin and so 
they sent Pastor Juan Rodas and his father in law Edin Samayoa to deliver their written 
response. They drove as far as they could but then left the car to begin the 5 hour walk 
to El Sute.  
 
The community is located at the top of a mountain. It had no electricity and no source of 
clean water. Most of the population are of indigenous Lenca descent and are farmers, of 
coffee, corn, beans and other staples. 
 
When the two pastors arrived in the community, they were greeted as royal guests as 
the community mustered every bit of hospitality they had. Pastor Juan nervously began 
to wonder how he would deliver the disappointing news. Trying to explore other options, 
he asked if them if there was no other church denomination in the area that had visited 
them and maybe would be a a more feasible possibility for a partnership. 
 
They said that yes, in fact, another denomination who had planted a small church in El 
Sute had been visiting. They had even planted another church in a neighboring village 
called El Horno. However, there came a time when the leaders of that group said they 
would no longer be able to continue their visits because these communities “no son 
rentables.” They are not profitable.  
 
Upon hearing this, Pastor Juan immediately changed his mind and tucked the 
presbytery letter away. He said to them, “don’t ask me how, don’t ask me when, but 
there will be a Presbyterian church here some day.” His father in law said, “but Juan, 
that’s not why we came.” Juan replied, “no, this is exactly why we came.  
 
The pastors returned to the leadership of the presbytery with the news that they had two 
new congregations. Understandably, the presbytery leadership was perplexed because 
that was the exact opposite news they were expecting.  
 
Pastor Juan said to them, “God’s call to us is not one of economy or feasibility. God’s 
call to us is one of abundant and merciful love. We are called not to the places in the 
world that are profitable, but to the places in the world where there is need of love. 
 
Jesus says you will know my disciples by the love they show one another. 
 
According to mission co-worker Dori Hjalmarson, after 10 or 15 years, the churches of 
El Sute and El Horno are shining examples of community cooperation and unity. They 



are represented in the denomination’s leadership. They have collaborated with U.S. 
Presbyterians to install solar panels to bring electricity to their community and water 
purification systems through Living Waters for the World. The students they send to the 
denomination’s theological education programs are the most dedicated and studious. 
The presence of the churches in the community has helped encourage investment in 
coffee and food production rather than in illegal drugs. The health issues they 
experienced prior to having clean water are virtually eliminated. Family unity and 
cohesion has increased.  
 
I am so thankful for Pastor Juan, who in a moment wrestled with the question of “who 
was he to hinder the Spirit of God” and dared to follow God’s Spirit. May we do the 
same in our day, showing forth the love for one another we have been shown in Jesus 
Christ, in the places and to the people we might least expect to find God’s Spirit already 
at work. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
Resources 
El Sute and El Horno story from mission co-worker Dori Hjalmarson as appearing in 
https://reformedreporter.wordpress.com/2018/12/12/the-harvest-of-gods-love/. 
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