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It has been some time since I have preached from any of the General Epistles of John, those three 
tiny books of the New Testament wedged in just before Revelation.  I suppose that’s hardly 
surprising for a preacher who by and large follows the Revised Common Lectionary as there are 
only a handful of readings from I John in the three year cycle and none at all from the Second 
and Third Letters.  And although there are several phrases and verses from I John that are often 
quoted, such as “God is love,” or “perfect love casts out fear,” or “we love because he first loved 
us,” the book as a whole has a repetitive, tangled sort of logic that is sometimes hard to explicate.  
There is a koan-like nature to some of those oft-quoted verses: one knows in one’s heart that a 
deep truth has been revealed but trying to render it into everyday speech seems near impossible. 
 
Nevertheless, as I studied the lectionary’s suggestions for this week and next, the passage I’ve 
just read to you from I John 3 seemed strangely compelling to me.  And I’ve not preached from it 
previously, which is sometimes important to me.  There’s so much wisdom in the Bible that I 
couldn’t get to all of it if I was your pastor for a hundred years but I hate to skip over a good 
passage time and again.  So, I want to talk to you this morning about I John 3:1-7, about the love 
I hear in these verses, the love of God for creation, the love of humankind for each other, and 
about the hope for the future, which takes my mind on a journey into the past and into the future. 
 
I’ll start with the past, specifically the context of this little book.  As scholars have noted for 
centuries, this first book of the three Johannine epistles scarcely fits the definition of an epistle at 
all.  It is less a personal letter (there is no salutation, no indication of a recipient, no personal 
references) and more a tract, published and spread abroad to teach and to correct.  Both the 
language of I John and the tradition surrounding it link this little book to the Gospel which bears 
John’s name.  Listen to a sampling of the opening of this letter and then to a similar sample from 
the Gospel According to John: “We declare to you what was from the beginning, what we have 
heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands, 
concerning the word of life— this life was revealed, and we have seen it and testify to it, and 
declare to you the eternal life that was with the Father and was revealed to us…  God is light and 
in him there is no darkness at all.”  “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through 
him, and without him not one thing came into being. What has come into being in him was life, 
and the life was the light of all people.  The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not 
overcome it…  And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the 
glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth.”  If these words were not written by the 
same man, they almost certainly came from the same community.  This understanding is 
bolstered by an account contained in one of the oldest Christian documents we have which are 
not in the Bible.  Irenaeus was the Bishop of Lyons, in what is now France, from approximately 
A.D. 177 to 202.  He writes that as a boy, he was a student of Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna, in 
what is now Turkey, and that Polycarp, in turn, had been a student of John the Apostle in 
Ephesus.  Irenaeus goes on to quote from these epistles and the Gospel as the works of the 
Apostle John.  As Edward McDowell writes in his commentary on these epistles for the 
Broadman Bible Commentary, “It seems reasonable, in the absence of positive evidence to the 
contrary, to accept the evidence of the early church fathers, who were closer to the scene by 1800 
years than twentieth-century scholars.” 
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These tiny epistles are linked with John’s Gospel thematically as well as through vocabulary.  
The emphasis of I John on love, shown in our passage this morning as well as in the tidbits I 
quoted a moment ago, matches up well with the teaching of Jesus recorded in the Fourth Gospel: 
“Greater love has no one than this: to lay down one's life for one's friends… "A new command I 
give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another;” and so on.  Our 
passage this morning begins with the theme of God’s love for us, reinforcing not only a primary 
theme from the Gospel but even echoing the vocabulary.  I John 3:1: “See what love the Father 
has given us, that we should be called children of God; and that is what we are.”  John 1:12: “But 
to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God…” 
 
What a remarkable thing to be so beloved by God that God names us the daughters and sons of 
God.  I hope that everyone here has had a human relationship that can give you an inkling of 
what sort of love we are talking about here.  Whether you have had a loving parent or had the 
exquisite experience of a parent’s love for your own child, you have a glimpse of the sort of love 
that God has for each one of us.  When we think of the healthy love between a parent and child, 
of the determination of the parent to protect and nurture the child, of the unquestioned trust that a 
little child puts in their parents, then we can understand why Jesus so often taught the parallel 
between our relationship with God and the parent-child relationship.  Jesus taught his disciples to 
call God, “Abba.”  Not the formal word for father in Hebrew, Aramaic, or Greek, but a tiny 
child’s word, like “Dada.”  To be reminded that we are the children of God is to be reminded that 
we can trust completely, that we are loved unconditionally.  We are God’s children now. 
 
“Beloved, we are God’s children now; what we will be has not yet been revealed.”  John is 
hinting here at an awesome promise for the future.  But before I can talk to you about my 
thoughts on this future, I have to return again to the past; this time, to my own, much more recent 
past.  I think I’ve mentioned here before how greatly I was blessed by a trio of spiritual mentors 
during my college years.  Two of those were a married couple, my theatre professor Sandy 
Havens and his wife, Helen, an Episcopal priest.  The other was Dave Borbridge, a Jesuit priest 
who taught in the Rice Department of Religion.  Dave was an interesting character by any 
measure.  He looked like an outlaw biker, standing about six-five and strongly built, with slicked 
back hair, a bushy gray beard that reached about halfway down his chest, and dark RayBan 
sunglasses.  Except for the RayBans, though, he dressed like a priest who had taken a vow of 
poverty, which he had: sandals, nondescript slacks, and Aloha shirts.  His classes were 
enormously popular, mostly I think because Dave took it upon himself to build community in 
that highly competitive, insular environment.  He referred to his students, both in speech and 
writing, as “friends,” both to himself and to each other.  Sandy and Helen were dear friends and I 
was in their home more often than I can count but I think Dave was the only one of my 
professors who ever visited my dorm room – just dropped in one day, made himself at home, and 
picked up on a discussion we’d been having in class.  I know of several former students of his 
from those Rice days who are also still in touch with him. 
 
Fr. Dave encouraged my interest in theology and expanded it.  I had already begun to read the 
writings of Christian mystics and we spent a good amount of time in his class examining the 
work of mystics from many traditions.  He also introduced me to the work of G.K. Chesterton, 
whom you’ve heard me quote recently: “Christianity has not been tried and found wanting; it has 
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been found difficult and not tried.”  And, to return to the point, he introduced me to the works of 
one of his fellow Jesuits, the paleontologist and philosopher Fr. Pierre Teilhard de Chardin. 
 
Like Chesterton, Teilhard was eminently quotable.  One you may have heard is “We are not 
human beings having a spiritual experience. We are spiritual beings having a human 
experience.”  But unlike Chesterton, whose best known work is titled simply, Orthodoxy, 
Teilhard was far from orthodox in his approach to theology and spent a good deal of his 
professional life in hot water with either the Vatican or his Order or both as a result.  Many of his 
writings were suppressed with the result that his fame during his life was as a paleontologist, 
including his participation in the discovery of the human ancestor known as “Peking Man,” 
while his lasting reputation is built on his works of theology and philosophy, nearly all of which 
were published posthumously.  Teilhard was the originator of the idea of the Omega Point, a 
maximum level of spiritual complexity and consciousness towards which the universe is 
evolving.  In this concept, which has gone on to influence later philosophers as well as science 
fiction writers, Teilhard combined his scientific training and experience with his faith.  He saw in 
his work the proof of material evolution and, despite the traumas of the two World Wars, the first 
of which he survived as a stretcher-bearer for the French Army, he saw around him the proofs of 
societal evolution.  Not only were human beings the result of a growing complexity of matter, he 
thought, but our society was slowly evolving toward goodness and generosity as well.  The only 
end point of this, he speculated, was surely the One who called himself “Alpha and Omega,” 
Christ.  This experienced scientist said of his own field, “The most telling and profound way of 
describing the evolution of the universe would undoubtedly be to trace the evolution of love.” 
 
Teilhard pointed to the characterization in John’s Gospel of Christ as the Logos, the creative 
power of God, and to Jesus’ words in John 12 which we have so recently considered: “And I, if I 
be lifted up from the earth, will draw all things to myself.”  The online version of the 
Encyclopædia Britannica summarizes beautifully: “Theologically, Teilhard saw the process of 
organic evolution as a sequence of progressive syntheses whose ultimate convergence point is 
that of God. When humanity and the material world have reached their final state of evolution 
and exhausted all potential for further development, a new convergence between them and the 
supernatural order would be initiated by the Parousia, or Second Coming of Christ. Teilhard 
asserted that the work of Christ is primarily to lead the material world to this cosmic redemption, 
while the conquest of evil is only secondary to his purpose. Evil is represented by Teilhard 
merely as growing pains within the cosmic process: the disorder that is implied by order in 
process of realization.” 
 
I probably should be wearing my “Theology Nerd” t-shirt this morning.  I fully realize that I may 
be the only one in the room at this point who cares about or even knows what the heck I am 
talking about.  So let me see if I can unwind some of the “Geek Speak” and get us back to I John 
3.  The epistle says, “Beloved, we are God’s children now; what we will be has not yet been 
revealed. What we do know is this: when he is revealed, we will be like him, for we will see him 
as he is. And all who have this hope in him purify themselves, just as he is pure.”  For John, as 
for Teilhard, to borrow a phrase from “Star Trek,” “The human adventure is just beginning…”  
God, through Christ, the Omega Point, is drawing all creation onward and upward towards a 
future which we cannot yet imagine but in which we will be purified and perfected, just as Jesus 
will be revealed to be pure and perfect.  As we and our sisters and brothers around the world and 
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through time continue to surrender ourselves to Jesus and his revelation of the will of God, 
creation will be healed, just as Paul suggested to the Romans, and we will reach the ultimate goal 
of our creation and evolution.  In the fulfillment of the Beloved Community, the true nature of all 
nature will be restored.  As Teilhard wrote, “Someday, after mastering the winds, the waves, the 
tides and gravity, we shall harness for God the energies of love, and then, for a second time in 
the history of the world, (humankind) will have discovered fire.” 
 
Others may and have found Teilhard’s approach dangerously heterodox.  I find it tremendously 
hopeful and helpful.  I see in his conception of the Omega Point the fulfillment of our regular 
prayer, “Thy kingdom come.  Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”  The idea that we can 
be a part of building the world’s momentum toward God’s blessed future is exciting to me.  It 
reminds me of yet another famous pronouncement by yet another of my theological heroes: “I 
just want to do God's will. And He's allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I've looked over. 
And I've seen the Promised Land. I may not get there with you. But I want you to know tonight, 
that we, as a people, will get to the Promised Land. So I'm happy, tonight. I'm not worried about 
anything. I'm not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.” 
 
Thinking of Dr. King and of Teilhard and of Fr. Dave illuminates another verse of this passage 
for me: “Little children, let no one deceive you. Everyone who does what is right is righteous, 
just as he is righteous.”  As I told you, Dave Borbridge was intent on building communities of 
friends on that Rice University campus.  Some communities lasted only within the confines of a 
semester; some lasted many years.  He didn’t care what tradition we came from, whether we 
went to church or not, what our family heritage was.  Together, we were going to study the truth 
wherever we found it: in the Bible and writings of Christian mystics, in the Bhagavad Gita, the 
Tao Te Ching, or the work of Buddhist or Sufi mystics.  We would be friends.  Likewise, Fr. 
Pierre Teilhard de Chardin pursued the truth without fear or concern for how it matched up to 
what was “expected.”  And Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. died for the idea that all human lives 
were worth honor and respect.  There is a pernicious lie which has taken deep roots in America 
today that people must be judged by the tribe they belong to, whether that be race, gender, 
political party, occupation, or what have you.  The lie continues that no matter what good 
someone may do, no matter what act of love or piety, if they are not part of our tribe, their good 
deed must spring from ulterior and unclean motives.  My sisters and brothers, let no one deceive 
you.  Everyone who does what is right is to be counted among the righteous.  None of us is 
perfected yet.  We know that Jesus abides in us but we, alas, often do not abide in him.  But we 
are forgiven and so are those around us who may become the objects of our disapproval.  We are 
all beloved children of God. 
 
How then shall we live?  We should live as if we are loved.  We do not need to fear, for we are 
God’s beloved children and so we should love in return.  We should live in hope, for even if we 
cannot see the broad sweep of history we are still a part of the creation being drawn by God to 
Godself through Christ Jesus.  We should live knowing the forgiveness of God and thereby 
forgiving others.  Our sins are forgiven, dropped into the deepest sea, and so we are called to be 
gracious as well.  Let us love, let us forgive, and let us hope in the future which is in the hands of 
our Loving Creator.  Amen. 


