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Allen Pruitt

Jesus said,
“This is my commandment,

that you love one another
as I have loved you.

No one has greater love than this,
to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.”

Love one another;
love like Jesus loves us.

That’s a lot to ask;
more than we can give.

It’s worked out twice now
in my time at this church,

that this reading has come up on Mother’s Day.

It would be hard to pick a better reading for Mother’s Day,
a better reading to sit with us

as we baptize a little boy
into the household of God.
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I’ve always loved my momma,
but it wasn’t until I had kids of my own

that I began to appreciate
just how closely

this reading matches
the kind of love we get from our mommas.

“No one has greater love than this,
to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.”

Just to get a baby born into this world,
a mother has to lay down her own life

for close to a year,
never mind whatever work she puts in from that time on.

I’ve read it to you before, but it bears repeating.

A poem by Billy Collins.

“The Lanyard”

The other day as I was ricocheting slowly
off the pale blue walls of this room,
bouncing from typewriter to piano,
from bookshelf to an envelope lying on the floor,
I found myself in the L section of the dictionary
where my eyes fell upon the word lanyard.
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No cookie nibbled by a French novelist
could send one more suddenly into the past-
a past where I sat at a workbench at a camp
by a deep Adirondack lake
learning how to braid thin plastic strips
into a lanyard, a gift for my mother.

I had never seen anyone use a lanyard
or wear one, if that’s what you did with them,
but that did not keep me from crossing
strand over strand again and again
until I had made a boxy
red and white lanyard for my mother.
She gave me life and milk from her breasts,
and I gave her a lanyard.
She nursed me in many a sickroom,
lifted teaspoons of medicine to my lips,
set cold face-cloths on my forehead,
and then led me out into the airy light

and taught me to walk and swim,
and I, in turn, presented her with a lanyard.
Here are thousands of meals, she said,
and here is clothing and a good education.
And here is your lanyard, I replied,
which I made with a little help from a counselor.
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Here is a breathing body and a beating heart,
strong legs, bones and teeth,
and two clear eyes to read the world, she whispered,
and here, I said, is the lanyard I made at camp.
And here, I wish to say to her now,
is a smaller gift - not the archaic truth

that you can never repay your mother,
but the rueful admission that when she took
the two-tone lanyard from my hands,
I was as sure as a boy could be
that this useless, worthless thing I wove
out of boredom would be enough to make us even

Love can never be even.
It won’t ever be straight

or measured
or make much sense.

You cannot repay love;
you can only return it.
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Love looks like this:
getting nasty medicine into a sick and whiny child;
laying awake,

just wondering if everything is going alright;
sitting by a hundred soccer fields,

kissing a thousand boo boos;
cooking food that doesn’t always get eaten:

these are the things mothers are known for.

These are sacraments of love,
no less than bread and wine in church,
no less than water poured over a baby’s head.

Every now and then I get asked about baptism.
A real question

about what it all means
and how we are supposed to figure it all out.

Somebody curious about salvation
and why a baby would need to be saved in the first place,

about how we can make that choice for another human being,
instead of waiting until they are old enough

to understand it for themselves.
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Here’s the truth:
I don’t have the answer.
I doubt that surprises you.

But what surprises me,
when I sit real still,
when I listen close,

what surprises me,
is that I think maybe there is no answer,

not to any of it.

And if there is an answer,
then that answer is as simple as: love.

“Jesus said to his disciples
…abide in my love.”

“I am giving you these commandments
so that you may love one another.”

It all comes back to love.

Great love,
love that passes understanding,
love beyond us,
love beyond anything that can be imagined.
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Ask me about salvation
and I will tell you a story,

about a God who saves.
About a God who walks this earth,
and about a God who went down to a muddy river

and asked to be baptized.

There’s new life in that water,
new life that won’t ever run out,
a well that won’t ever run dry.

You might as well get baptized when you’re a baby;
he understands it as well as we do.

And maybe more.

Who understands better than a child
what it’s like,

to be loved
when you can’t do anything to earn it,

to know that your life
and everything you’ve got,

is a gift?
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It’s all a gift,
and we can’t do anything to earn it.

We can give thanks
and we can return love when it is given,
but we can’t ever pay it back,

not even once.

And this is what it’s like to lay down your life:
to remember that you can’t earn it,

your life,
your love,

the air you breath,
or the time that slips away from you.

You can’t earn it;
you can’t pay it back.

But you can give thanks,
 for every person you meet,

for every love that you squander or hold dear,
for your mother,
for your life.

You can’t ever make it even,
but you can give thanks,

and that will be enough.


