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John 15:9-17 

 

 Early one morning, a woman named Marian, had gotten up to let her cat out, 

when she heard a terrifying noise from the farm that was across the street from her 

house.  It was the sound of a llama screaming.  Marian knew the sound because she 

was friends with the farmers the Hollydays, and knew they had two llamas, one 

named Rhonda and the other Brie.  When Marian heard Rhonda’s screams, she 

roused her husband out of bed, and he grabbed a flashlight and they ran toward the 

pasture.  They got close enough to see that a bear had attacked Rhonda and she was 

still in its grips.  Marian and her husband proceeded to throw rocks at the bear, and 

eventually he let loose of the llama and went off into the woods. 

 

 Poor Rhonda was mortally wounded.  A vet was called, who sadly told the 

owners, the Hollydays, that she would not survive, and she was put out of her 

misery.  One of their friends who happened to be a bear hunter told them that the 

bear would likely return that night, or the next.  It didn’t.  But Brie, the other 

llama, and the sheep on that farm certainly feared that it would because they 

stayed far away in an upper pasture until the next morning. 

 

 When Mrs. Hollyday went out that next morning, at about 9:30 to hang up 

some laundry, she saw something so touching and so moving that she stopped in 

her tracks.  The sheep had lined up, one beside the other up on the hillside, with 

Brie the llama in front of them, facing the fence beyond which lay Rhonda’s body.  

She watched them stand like that, for over an hour, and later learned that Marian 

had seen them standing there at 7:30 when she left for work.  So those animals 

stood stock still in that one spot for two hours.  In their own way, they were paying 

homage to Rhonda. 

 

 The interesting thing about this story, according to Mrs. Hollyday, is that 

bears don’t usually go after livestock – they like acorns or berries.  And they 

certainly don’t go after animals larger than themselves.  So they knew that the bear 

had been going for the sheep, and Rhonda intervened, sacrificing herself to protect 

her flock.   

 

 They buried Rhonda’s body out in that pasture, and Mrs. Hollyday walks 

down there every day with her dog Sophie.  And this is what she says about the 

whole event:  “We are not likely to face in our lives the drama, and trauma, of a 

bear marauding in the night, threatening our friends and forcing us to ask if we’re 

willing to give up our life to save them.  But Rhonda’s sacrifice has led me into some 
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deep pondering of a few questions these past few weeks.”  (On-line, “Circle of 

Mercy,” Joyce Hollyday, 10/25/09) 

 

 Indeed, I hope that Rhonda’s story can compel all of us to do some deep 

pondering this morning about sacrifice.  As you know, it’s a particularly timely 

subject, given that this is Memorial Day weekend.   

 

 Jesus talks about sacrifice, and laying down one’s life for one’s friends in this 

morning’s Gospel lesson.  It’s just a small section of what was a very long 

conversation that Jesus had with his disciples not long before He was to die on the 

cross at Calvary.  The conversation actually covers the entirety of chapters 13-16 in 

the Gospel of John.  Jesus is preparing the disciples for life without Him by their 

side.  He’s giving them their marching orders, if you will.  He reminds them of who 

they are called to be and what they’re called to do.  He lets them know that even 

though He will not be physically present, He will send the Holy Spirit to dwell with 

them.  

 

 And in this particular section, He talks about how they should love – that 

they should see one another as friends, and then He says this, “Greater love has no 

one than this – than to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.” 

 

 I hope we don’t take that statement too lightly.  I hope we don’t just like it 

because it sounds beautiful and compelling and holy.  Because Jesus is serious.  He 

says that’s the way we’re called to care for each other – that if need be, we would 

give up our very lives for someone else. 

 

 Thanks be to God, it’s not very often that you or I are asked to give up our 

lives for the sake of others.  But that doesn’t mean Jesus doesn’t have something to 

say to us anyway.  I think we need to understand this line from Jesus in the fullest 

way possible.  What does He mean when He asks us to live sacrificially? 

 

 A man named John Petty wrote something recently about living sacrificially 

that intrigued me.  Listen to what he had to say:  “Love does not have to do with 

‘general kindliness,’ as someone has put it, but rather includes such commitment 

and devotion that one would sacrifice their own life because of it.  Put another way, 

love has nothing to do with ‘feelings’, but everything to do with ‘‘actions’.  (He 

continues) I once posed this question to a counselee:  ‘Which is these is more loving?  

Your husband telling you he loves you, or your husband washing your car?’”  (On-

line, Lectionary Blogging, John Petty, “Progressive Involvement” 

 

 Isn’t that interesting?  I think he’s onto something there.  And I think it’s 

what Jesus was talking about – that your love and care for other people moves you 

to action, and indeed, when necessary, sacrificial action.  It’s the way He lived His 

life among us, and for us. 
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 So this morning, let me, for a few minutes, paint a picture of what this kind 

of love looks like – in the hope that you will see that it’s the kind of love we are 

called to live every day, and indeed, the kind of love we can live every day. 

  

 Throughout His time on this earth, Jesus had a special place in his heart for 

those who were on the outside looking in, for whatever reason – the vulnerable, the 

physically and mentally challenged, the people with a past, the people others passed 

by.  When He could have easily chosen to pass by them as well, because He was 

busy, or because it would take too long, or because it wasn’t that big a deal – instead 

He always stopped and cared for them – sacrificial living. 

 

 There’s a woman in a nursing home who lives and loves like that.  I don’t 

know her name.  I learned her story from a pastor who went to visit one of her 

parishioners.  This parishioner had been a part of her church for a long time, and 

sadly her life changed dramatically when she began to lose her eyesight.  She had 

been such a wonderful, vibrant character, and the pastor didn’t know what to expect 

when she went to see her at the nursing home.  She thought she might be depressed 

because of her diminished ability to see. 

 

 What a surprise she got when she arrived for her visit.  There was her 

parishioner full of vim and vigor as always.  She was actually sitting at a card table 

playing cards with her friends.  How?  One of her new friends who can see well sits 

next to her and helps her play her hand – every single week.  It doesn’t matter 

whether they win or lose, she said, they just have fun.  Now, you know, that woman 

probably had other things she could do with her time, and there are probably times 

when it’s just plain inconvenient, but she sits with a friend and helps her play cards 

because well, it seems she’s learned to live as Jesus asked – sacrificially – thinking 

of that woman’s needs above her own.  “There is no greater love,” Jesus says. 

(On-line, “Dancing with the Word,” “Of Supermoons and Loving One Another,” 

Janet Hunt) 

 

 Another way Jesus showed sacrificial love during His life on earth was 

making sure people were cared for, especially those who were struggling –widows, 

orphans, the poor.  What does “laying down one’s life” for people like that look like? 

 

 Well, it looks like a man who I think I told you about many years ago – a man 

who one day took his son to the circus when it came to their town.  His son was so 

excited about going to the circus, it was all he had talked about for weeks and weeks 

on end.  The day came, and they drove over to the field where the big tents were set 

up.  They got out of their car and went and joined the line at the ticket booth. 

 

 It was a rather long line and they were standing right behind a big family – a 

mother, a father, and their eight children.  You could tell by looking at them that 

they were not a family of great financial means, but they were clean and polite and 
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all of the kids were chattering excitedly in anticipation of seeing clowns and 

elephants and trapeze artists.  Their mom and dad stood behind them holding 

hands and just beaming at the thought of what their children were about to 

experience. 

 

 They finally made it to the ticket lady, and the man and his little son behind 

this family watched as she asked the dad how many tickets they needed, to which 

he replied, “Eight children and two adult tickets, please!”  They saw him suddenly 

let go of his wife’s hand, and his head dropped, and they could see by his face that 

he realized he didn’t have enough money for the tickets.  It was heartbreaking! 

 

 The one who told this story was the one who was that little boy watching that 

day, now a man.  This is what happened next, in his words:  “Seeing what was going 

on, my dad put his hand into his pocket, pulled out a $20 bill and dropped it on the 

ground.  My father then reached down, picked up the bill, tapped the man on the 

shoulder and said, ‘Excuse me, sir, this fell out of your pocket.’” 

 

 Well, that dear father of eight was overwhelmed by the gift of a stranger, and 

took his hand, and quietly thanked him, with a tear in his eye.  And as he and his 

troop took off with laughter and excitement in the direction of the tent, another 

father and his little boy went back to their car and went home because they didn’t 

have enough money now.  But, the little boy now a man, says, “We didn’t go to the 

circus that night, but we didn’t go without.”  Sacrificial living – there is no greater 

love than this!  (Dan Clark, “The Circus,” A 2nd Helping of Chicken Soup for the 

Soul, p. 3) 

 

 I could go on and on with examples of sacrificial living – and I would need to 

look no further than right around this church.  Why, just over the next few months 

we’ll see it in action – as some people give up vacation time to go on our mission trip 

to Kentucky, or forego sitting outside on beautiful evenings to come and teach and 

lead our children in Vacation Bible School, or give up a Saturday morning sleeping-

in to walk in the OI Walk we’re having in June, so that those born with brittle bone 

disease might have the hope of a cure.  I could go on and on – but you get the 

picture – it’s putting your needs on the back burner, and living for others. 

 

 When you do that – when you live for others – when you live with sacrificial 

love, life is changed – for that person, for you, and for all who witness it.  Let me 

finish with one final story. 

 

 It happened in World War I.  A soldier saw his lifelong friend fall in battle.  

Caught in a trench with continuous gunfire whizzing over his head, the soldier 

asked his lieutenant for permission to go out onto the field to bring his comrade 

back.  The officer tried to discourage him, saying that he didn’t think it would be 
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worth it, considering the incredible risk.  Besides, he said, his friend was probably 

dead already, and he’d be throwing his life away. 

 

 The soldier went anyway.  He miraculously made it through the hail of 

gunfire and reached his buddy’s side, somehow managed to hoist him onto his 

shoulder and bring him back to their company’s trench.  As the two of them tumbled 

in together to the bottom of the trench, the officer checked the wounded soldier, and 

then looked kindly at his friend. 

 

 “I told you it wouldn’t be worth it,” he said.  “Your friend is dead and you’ve 

been wounded.” 

 

 “It was worth it, though, sir,” said the soldier. 

 

 “What do you mean, worth it?” responded the officer.  “Your friend is dead.” 

 

 “Yes, sir,” the soldier answered.  “But it was worth it because when I got to 

him, he was still alive, and I heard him say, ‘Jim, I knew you would come.’” 

     (On-line, Motivation, “Military Story:  True Friend” 

 

 Acts of love, acts of sacrificial living, change lives, indeed, sometimes they 

change the world.  When Jesus loved that way, all of our lives were changed, 

indeed, all of life was forever changed. 

 

 My friends, sometimes living and loving sacrificially, is simply an 

inconvenience, it doesn’t take much effort, but it means a whole lot to the one who 

receives it.  But sometimes living and loving sacrificially, means giving it all – even 

one’s life.  And on this Memorial Day weekend, we remember those who did give it 

all – the last full measure of their devotion – when they died in service to their 

country, like that soldier in World War I.   All over, are families whose hearts were 

broken because a son or daughter didn’t come home, or where there’s an empty 

place at the table where a mother or father would have sat.  They died for us, that 

we might continue to live in freedom.  They literally lived Jesus’ command, and are 

powerful witnesses to His words – “Greater love hath no one than this – than to lay 

down one’s life for one’s friends.” 

 

 Please, during this Memorial Day weekend, don’t let it go by without pausing 

to remember those who sacrificed their lives to protect us.  Go to the parade 

tomorrow, or stop by the armory and say a prayer.  Call a military family and offer 

your support and prayers.  Send a note to someone who is serving.  Please don’t be 

too busy to remember those who laid down their lives, or those who serve today, and 

are showing their willingness to do just that as well, if necessary. 
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 “Greater love hath no one than this – to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.”  

Out of love for us, Jesus did just that – He died that we might have life in all its 

fullness and abundance.  As one pastor put it so beautifully:  “When you lay down 

your life, a little each day, you are giving thanks for your holy friend (Jesus).  You 

are modeling Christ-like grace.  You are sharing love.  You are becoming more like 

Jesus.  And what could be better than that?  (On-line, “Laying Down One’s Life,” 

the Rev. Dr. David Gray, Bradley Hills Presbyterian Church) 

 

 Indeed, my friends, what could be better than that? 

 

       Amen. 

 

 


