“Lessons from History”

John 15:1-9; I John 4:7-21

The year was 1095. That’s when Pope Urban II issued the call for the first great Christian Crusade to free Jerusalem and all the Holy Lands. The call was sent throughout Europe that anyone participating in the crusade would receive earthly and heavenly rewards: 1) All the sins of a crusader would be forgiven. 2) The property and family of a crusader would be protected by the church in their absence. 3) All debts would be forgiven. 4) And a criminal would be relieved of punishment.

The response to this call was frighteningly strong. Under the leadership of a man named Peter the Hermit, a motley group of 20,000 peasants formed and set out by land through Eastern Europe toward the Holy Land. This group was little more than an unorganized mob, with no financing and no provisions. As they traveled through Christian territory, they descended like hungry locusts upon each town they passed along the way, stealing food and taking whatever they needed. They also took it upon themselves to kill any so-called infidels they met on their journey. Eastern European Jews were slaughtered by the thousands. When the peasant crusaders finally reached the Holy Land, this loosely organized mob was crushed in their first battle against the Turks.

In 1096 a much larger group of 100,000 knights and nobles headed out toward the Holy Land. This group was made up of three different armies from three different countries. In 1098 they finally fought their way to Antioch, laid siege, and captured the city. One of the crusading leaders promptly claimed Antioch as his own personal kingdom and refused to continue any farther with the crusaders. Finally, in 1099, Jerusalem itself was captured in a merciless siege. According to one crusader’s report, his horse’s legs were bloodstained to the knees from riding among the dead bodies.

All of the confiscated land from the First Crusade was claimed and converted into feudal estates by the crusaders. And they managed to hold on to most of it for about 100 years. But eventually, the Moslems began to regroup, and soon they counter-attacked. And little by little, they began to re-conquer all of the cities captured in the First Crusade. 
Now later crusades tried to re-reclaim the Holy Land, but none were successful. The first major attempt, often called the Second Crusade, never recaptured a single city, and the Third Crusade was a total failure as well. But the Fourth Crusade topped them all for misguided motives. The expedition ran into financial difficulty paying for their transportation costs out of Venetian ports. But Venice generously agreed to lower their shipping costs if the crusaders would attack and capture the city of Zara. Now Zara was another European City on the Adriatic coast that happened to be a shipping competitor of Venice, and Zara was also a Christian city. Well, I guess the crusaders figured the end would justify the means, so Zara was sacked by the Crusaders.

Once they had a taste for blood, the leaders of the Fourth Crusade later justified an attack on the city of Constantinople. Constantinople was the capital city of the Eastern Christian Church. I guess they figured that by capturing this city, they would gain enough loot to finance the rest of their crusade. So, in 1204, the crusaders sacked the Christian city of Constantinople and set up their own feudal kingdom. And the Fourth Crusade ended without ever encountering the Moslems or attempting to enter the Holy Land.

Fifty years later, the Eastern Byzantine Christians defeated their Western Christian occupiers in Constantinople. But the Eastern Christian Empire had been severely weakened by the Crusader’s attack and occupation. So, in the 15th century when the Moslem Turkish Empire attacked Constantinople, the Eastern Byzantine Christian Empire was no match for them. The Turks over-ran all the Baltics.

In our Gospel reading, we hear these words: “Abide in me, as I abide in you. Just as the branch cannot bear fruit by itself unless it abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in me.”

Throughout the two-thousand-year history of the Christian church, we have gone off crusading for one ‘righteous’ cause after another—without abiding in the vine of Jesus. Early reformers like John Wycliff were persecuted, John Huss was burned at the stake. In the Thirty Years’ War after the Protestant Reformation, Protestants killed Catholics, and Catholics killed Protestants. In the Salem Witch Trials in this country, innocent women were condemned as witches based upon hearsay and rumor. And all these atrocities were carried out in the name of Jesus.

Well, today we Americans don’t take our heretics and infidels out and burn them at the stake anymore. We might argue that Christians have become more civil in the way we crusade in the name of Jesus. But I’m not so sure.

Pick any one of the hot issues of our day and take a close look at the debate. Look closely at the arguments made by both sides, and what do you find? Usually, you will find two equally zealous but opposite groups, both ruthlessly attacking the character and integrity of their ‘infidel’ enemy. We distort, we quote out of context, and inevitably tell out and out lies about the motives and message of our enemy. And all this we do for the sake of serving justice and righteousness, and often in the name of Jesus. And we shake our heads and wonder why so many people find the Christian claim of Good News irrelevant.

“I am the vine,” says Jesus, “you are (just) the branches. Those who abide in me, and I in them, bear much fruit because apart from me, you can do nothing.”

But what exactly does it mean to abide in Christ? Well, in our scripture reading from the letter of 1st John, I think we hear the answer.

“God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them.”

Now those are beautiful words. Don’t you think? I’m sure we would all agree that those are words to live by. I doubt if anyone here would argue with the message of love as an appropriate Christian way of life. So, why do we have so much trouble living by these words? Why do we find it so hard to love our enemy? Why is it so difficult to treat our adversaries with love?

Well, I believe it all comes down to fear. What will happen if my enemy isn’t stopped? What will happen if heresy spreads? What will happen if my righteous cause is defeated? Fear spreads through us. Fear consumes us. So, we pick up our sword, we get on our horse, and we go off crusading—because we’re scared. We’re scared that it’s all up to me. If I don’t stop those infidels, who will?

But according to 1st John, in love there is no fear! In fact, “perfect love casts out fear.” Brothers and sisters, the Good News of scripture is that we are able to love, we are empowered to love because God first loved us. And that’s what we often forget in the heat of our battle. We are not alone in our fight against injustice. We are not alone in our fight against heresy. We are not alone in our battle for righteousness. 1st John reminds us that when we abide in love, God abides in us, guiding our work, empowering our mission, and leading us out into the world in the name of Jesus.

My friends, Jesus came into this world for one reason. 1st John says that he came to reveal to us the love of God. He came to show us God’s love, so we would recognize it when we see it. He came to prove to us that God’s love is real and powerful and eternal. And through the cross, he came to make it possible for us to abide in God’s love. That’s the Good News that the world is desperately waiting to hear—that love is possible even among adversaries. And that is the message the world is yearning to see in the church’s life, and ministry, and fellowship.

You want to fight injustice? Then stand up for justice. But stand with love. You want to speak out against heresy? Then speak up for good theology and sound Biblical interpretation. But speak with love. You want to work for a righteousness cause? Then work for righteousness. But work with love.

Abide in God’s love, and trust that you are not alone because God’s Spirit abides in you. Recognize that it is God’s Spirit that empowers the church’s work and ministry. We are the branches of God’s love, and we are called to bear the fruit of God’s love to a cold, frightened, and hungry world, a world starving for love.

Let us pray:

Help us always, loving God, to abide in your love, that we might bear fruit for your kingdom. Amen.
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