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  And baptism…now saves you – not as a removal of dirt from the body, 

  but as an appeal to God for a good conscience, 

  through the resurrection of Jesus Christ.i 

  Amen. 

 

 

 Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls!  All people of every generation, situation, and 

configuration!  Please direct your attention to the center ring…for you may have noted the 

January announcement by Feld Entertainment, operators of the Ringling Brothers, Barnum & 

Bailey Circus, that our nation’s longest-running, three-ring affair would be closing this spring.  

In fact, today – this very afternoon in Uniondale, New York – the Circus will end its 146-year 

tour across the highways and byways of the American landscape. 

 

 By way of history, Ringling Brothers joined forces with Barnum & Bailey in 1919, 

billing itself as “the greatest show on earth.”  As notes the Executive Director of the Circus 

World Museum, in Baraboo, Wisconsin (metropolitan Baraboo, the original home of Ringling 

Brothers’ corporate offices), “In its heyday, when the circus came to town, schools closed [and 

businesses shuttered early]…it was like a national holiday.”ii  Indeed, for the Americana-minded, 

the circus conjures sepia-toned images of the mustachioed strongman hammering the big top’s 

stakes into the soil of a Midwestern fairground; of wide-eyed, adolescent amazement; and of 

popcorn, cotton candy, and a sunny, Saturday afternoon. 

 Increasingly, however, the Twenty-First Century has viewed this same Circus through the 

lens of The Humane Society and the poor conditions suffered by the captive animals in its 

traveling rigs.  Circus patrons would often have to pass through a brigade of PETA protestors in 

order to enter an arena, and lawsuits have kept the Circus in court.  Further, most idealized 

memories have been cracked by the circus’ politically-incorrect sideshows, and the sticker-shock 

of its rising ticket prices: while I often compare management of my family to that of a three-ring 

circus, the operators of Ringling Brothers have been challenged with the expensive operation of 

an actual three-ring circus!  256 performers and staff in 114 shows every year: can you imagine 

the costs? 

 

 For most of us not in a militant camp on one or the other end of these political 

continuums, the Circus’ closure is an ambivalent event, challenging us to consider the soil of our 

emotional moorings.  That is, considering our nostalgic feelings upon hearing this news, we do 

well to discern whether the Circus merits our loyalty and fealty, or the communal and familial 

memories and experiences attendant to it. 
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 Just as in our liturgical calendar we greet this morning’s Gospel following the events of 

Holy Week, and anticipating the feast of Pentecost…today Jesus’ addresses his friends during 

the Last Supper, still immediately following the events of Maundy Thursday and anticipating his 

arrest and trial, his crucifixion and resurrection.  Therefore, Jesus’ robe is still wet from washing 

his disciples’ feet, and the mandatum novum of just twenty verses earlier still rings in the ears of 

his friends: “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another.”iii 

 Last week we read the first half of this fourteenth chapter, a section familiar to us as a 

burial passage, when Jesus comforts his friends, saying, “Do not let your hearts be troubled.  

Believe in God, believe also in me.  In my Father’s house are many dwelling places.  If it were 

not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you?  And, if I go and prepare a 

place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, so that where I am, there you may 

be also.”iv 

 Just as those words offer reassurance that not even death will end the power of our 

fellowship, this morning’s appointment reiterates how God’s promises will be realized across our 

mortal horizons: “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.”  Importantly, this is a 

promise, and not a threat.  That is, the “commandment” to which Jesus refers is the one he has 

just delivered, namely that his friends would love one another in the model of his love.  Jesus’ 

“if” reassures his disciples of faith’s uncomplicated, reciprocal formula: Loving me is enough!  

For in loving one another, you express your love for me.  Therefore, I am in you, and you are in 

me, when we share a common love for one another. 

 

 Despite the simplicity of this promise, we sure can make a circus of our faith: three, 

complicated rings of pageantry and fancy dress; a big top of liturgical calisthenics and 50-some-

odd Sunday shows every year.  Of course, as the promise of Ringling Brothers’ acts attracts the 

crowds, and witnessing the lions and tigers, acrobats and clowns, certainly makes marvelous the 

experience, so, too, the flourishes of our life as the Body of Christ matter: 

 

  . the “curb appeal” of our campus welcomes new neighbors to our fellowship, 

    and witnesses our commitment of our first gifts for the sake of our common life; 
 

  . these beautiful windows call us to see God’s continuing revelation in that world 

    we can see through their colorful panes; 
 

  . and those spectacular organ pipes – their beauty and the music they lead – give 

    voice to mystery and majesty that mere words cannot capture; 

 

all of these details do matter and do make a difference.  However, when we find that these 

embellishments have become the soil to which we have staked our hearts and our faith – the 

moorings of our fellowship, rather than its enrichments – at that moment, Jesus calls for our 

faithful return, and reminds of us of our foundational command. 

 

 See: we baptize these children into this love, and the setting of this glorious occasion – 

while not without consequence – is only a container for our faith, and not its content.  For, “Just 

as [Christ has] loved [us, we] also should love one another.  By this everyone will know that 

[we] are [Jesus’] disciples, if [we] have love for one another.”v 

 

 Alleluia!  Christ is risen! 
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 The Lord is risen, indeed!  Alleluia! 

 Amen. 

 

i 1 Peter 3:21 
ii Solis, Steph. “Ringling Bros. Circus Closing After 146 Years.” USA Today, www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation 

/2017/01/14/ringling-bros-circus-close-after-146-years. 
iii John 13:34a 
iv John 14:1-3 
v John 13:34b-35 
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