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Georgetown Presbyterian Church   The Portrait of a Disciple 
1 John 5:1-6      John 15:9-17 
 
In the early 90’s Disney decided to build a town outside of Disney World called 
Celebration. The town was going to have 20,000 residents and all of the 
amenities of a pre-planned community.  The Disney people decided there needed 
to be a church in Celebration, Florida. After lots of market data and feasibility 
studies they decided that this church needed to be Presbyterian. They built a 
church, hired a pastor, and a staff, and a choir and opened the church when the 
first homes sold. There was criticism at the time that the connection to the 
fanciful characters of Disney would trivialize the gospel and also that the 
community was too exclusive with house prices ranging from $150,000 to one 
million dollars.  
 
The Executive Presbyter of Central Florida Presbytery, Roger Richardson, at the 
time answered the criticisms. The summary of his argument was that 1) Disney 
cannot corrupt the gospel 2) there are Presbyterian churches built in elite 
neighborhoods all over the country 3) this community does need a church.  
Richardson said, “No matter how nice the yards are or how idyllic the setting, the 
pain of life will not pass this community by and they are going to need the 
church.” Good points.  Celebration, Florida was going to need the gospel, they are 
going to need love rooted in God’s love if their community was going to thrive.    
 
Well I looked that church up online this week—it is called Community 
Presbyterian Church. CommPres for short. They recently celebrated their 20-year 
anniversary. The tag line is “Community Presbyterian Church’s vision is to 
experience and share the love of Jesus.” They have over 700 members, 4 services 
on a Sunday, and what appears, from their website, to be a pretty lively ministry.  
I read their 2017 annual report because I am nosey and besides needing to get 
permission from Disney to have construction on their church building it seems 
like a fairly normal congregation: mission programs, education programs, 
baptisms, weddings, funerals, elders, deacons, and the like.   
 
Disney, with its mission to build “The Happiest Place on Earth” knew a church 
was essential to this town. They probably did not understand the deeper 
theological truth—that the writer of 1 John outlines—love rooted in the love of 
God is the foundation for community, the foundation for relationship, the 
foundation for faith, the foundation for life. If you are going to build a happy 
town you will have to fill it with people who love each other and the best place to 
teach people to love each other—is the church.   
 
The writer of the letter of first John is writing to clear some things up in the early 
church. There is a debate going on between two groups—those in the Johannine 
community, which is the Christian community of the author, and the separatists 
who have left the group. The author basically writes to tell the separatists they are 
wrong in theology and wrong in behavior. Actually he points out that it is because 
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they are wrong in their theology, they are also wrong in their ethics or their 
behavior. Classic problem. Incorrect beliefs lead to inappropriate actions.  The 
writer does not exactly explain what the separatists believed that was erroneous 
but it had to do with their theology around Jesus.  Perhaps their belief that Jesus 
was less than divine…or that he was less than human. We don’t know.   
 
Whatever it was their beliefs were leading them to less than Christian practices.  
Again, we don’t quite know what those were but the writers makes clear that 
those who left the fold were not being loving enough. Here is how the writer 
explains the situation: if you love God then you love God’s child (Jesus). If you 
love Jesus then you love God’s children (one another). If you love God’s children 
then you love God. If you read the whole letter you will sort of be lulled into a 
circular poetry slam on love. If you love then you will do this. If you don’t love 
you won’t do that. If you love this then you will love that. If you love that then you 
won’t love this or do that. If you do not do this but do this then you love that.   
The logic is circular and round and round it goes. But what is always at the center 
is God’s love. We go around and around that epicenter trying to understand God’s 
love, trying to internalize God’s love, trying to believe in God’s love, trying to 
embody God’s love.   
 
It’s like the old fable of the one monk who asks the abbot if they are right that 
their chief end is to love God and the abbot says yes. Then another monk asks the 
abbot if the chief end is to love one another and the abbot says yes. The first 
monk says wait, “who is right?” Yes. You love God so you love one another. When 
you love one another you love God.  That’s sort of what 1 John is doing to us. The 
answer is love and the answer is God.   
 
The deepest implication of our faith in God and love of God’s Son is expressed in 
our outward turns toward one another. “They’ll know we are Christians by our 
love…” so sings the familiar Christian hymn. 1 John says the same thing in this 
passage. By their love they shall know we are disciples. What the writer says 
about love that is counter-cultural, is that it is only love rooted in the love of God 
that will suffice. This is the definition of Christian love—we love God because God 
first loved us. It is only because of our love for God that we are truly able to love 
each other. This is not romantic love, this is not familial love, this is a love rooted 
in divine love and therefore superior to all other kinds of love.   
 
I have to be honest; I get a little tired of sermons on love. I’m not quite sure why 
but I think it is because we have heard about it again and again and at first glance 
the topic seems simplistic. Yes, we know we have been called to love one another.  
It is our very first Sunday school lesson. We know Jesus is big on love; it’s kind of 
his thing. And yet everyone knows that practically speaking love is not simple at 
all.   
 
How do you love one another when it is not easy or straightforward or practical?  
How do you love people who think differently about issues that matter to you?  
How do you love your friends when they disappoint you?  How do you love your 
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family when they frustrate you endlessly? How do you love people who are really 
hard to love? How do you love someone who is not trustworthy? How do you love 
someone when you know it will not be returned? How do you love someone who 
is your enemy? How do you love your neighbors when they keep putting their 
trash in your bins?  (Sorry, personal problem). 
 
Love might sound simplistic but love is not simple. Maybe that’s why Disney 
knew their perfect town needed a church. Because without the church who was 
going to teach the people about love and love that would last? What the writer of 
1 John makes clear is that love that is not rooted in divine love with not last. Love 
of the divine inspires a kind of love that will forgive, a love that will be selfless, a 
love that will build up others, a love that will endure, a love that will reflect the 
love of Christ. And every Christian community must be rooted in this foundation, 
rooted in God’s love. Richard Niebuhr said, “Living faith always involves love.” 
 
We learn love from people who model it for us. Jesus’ unconditional and selfless 
love is the ultimate model. This is part of the issue the writer of first John is 
addressing. If the people who have separated from the community don’t believe 
that Jesus was truly human and truly divine then his love is not as significant and 
it is not salvific—and without experiencing significant and saving love we cannot 
fully be inspired by that love to love others. God’s love in Jesus Christ inspires 
our own.   
 
In Henry James’s Portrait of a Lady it says, “It has made me better loving you…it 
has made me wiser, and easier, and brighter.”  This could be a reflection on 
divine love—loving God and God’s Son makes us better—it makes us wiser, and 
easier, and brighter. God’s love inspires our love. This is the portrait of a disciple, 
one whose life has been shaped and transformed by the love of God and therefore 
is able to express transformative love to one another.   
 
If you love God then you show God’s love. If you show God’s love then you love 
God.  If…then.  That is the portrait of a disciple—always aiming to reflect the love 
of the one we seek to follow. God’s love for us and our love for God will make us 
better, more loving, and forgiving, and generous, and faithful, and selfless, God’s 
love makes us more of who we have called to be.  God’s love is the foundation for 
our lives and for our community—and the message of Christ’s love does need to 
be taught and preached and shown in Celebration, Florida and in Washington, 
D.C. Because the happiest place on earth is the place where God’s love is the 
foundation.   
 
Amen. 
 

 
 


