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It is one of the best known stories in the Bible (1 Kings 4:16-28). Two women came before King Solomon, both claiming to be the mother of a particular infant. One woman claimed that her child had been stolen in the night and replaced with the other woman’s child, who had died during the night. The other woman, of course, loudly denied it, insisting the living child was her own.

Solomon, to settle the issue, asked for a sword. “Cut the child in two,” he said. “Give half to each woman.”

Frantic for her baby’s life, the real mother stopped him. “No, don’t kill the child. Let this woman have it.” Immediately, Solomon knew that this was the true mother, because she was willing to sacrifice to save her child’s life. And Solomon returned the child to her.
In today’s Gospel, Jesus said that the identifying mark of his followers is their love for one another. Just as a mother can be identified by her willingness to sacrifice for her child, so Christians are identified by their love. This “love” that Jesus speaks of, however, is not all sugar and honey, hugs and kisses. Love, in fact—Christian love—shines brightest in darkness. That is the situation we find in today’s Gospel: Judas has just left supper to betray the Lord. Jesus is at the threshold of his passion and death. It is a dark moment, but what does he say? “Now is the Son of Man glorified, and God is glorified…” In other words, in this dark happening—the Crucifixion—divine love shines brightest. This truth, of course, goes against most everything we want to believe about love. For we usually want love to be pain-free and to have a big smiley face. We want love to be uncomplicated. We want love to be everybody just getting along with one another. We want love to feel good. Along with motherhood, we like to put love right next to the flag and apple pie.

But as nice as that may be, it isn’t the love that marks Christians. Christian love is very often a stepping into the dark just as Our Lord did. The love that Jesus commands of us may not bring us closer to the crowd; it may in fact marginalize us, as when someone opposes war or stands up for a principle and goes against the prevailing fervor. The love that Jesus commands doesn’t separate good guys from bad guys; the love Jesus taught involves the hard, sometimes risky task of healing divisions. Christ said, “I have come not to condemn the world, but to save the world.” Christian love is shown in trying to understand and change the conditions that breed violence. Christian love looks for ways to free people from the destructive burdens of hate and anger. Christian love is about recognizing our own sins rather than becoming self-righteous. Every mother knows that love can be quite painful, as their children separate from them at college, in war, or in marriage. Mothers bear the cross when their children reject their values, their faith, when they even abandon their own parents. Love can be painful.
Yes, love can be painful. But Our Lord assures us that real love will become glory. The cross of love is Christ’s glory; it is God’s glory. And in that painful love, God dwells with us. And ultimately love will bear fruit, says Revelation, when God “will wipe away every tear from [our] eyes, and there shall be no more death or mourning, wailing or pain. For the Risen Christ, the Lamb, sits on the throne. And “behold, he makes all things new!”     
