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So I looked at him and asked him a direct question. The question was this: ‘will I ever be 
ordained a priest?’ 
 
He looked at me with great seriousness and he said, “I have two letters for you: N.O.” 
 
Two letters. “N.O.” And they changed my life. 
 
Let me offer a little context. When I was in school, I prayed that God would guide me toward the 
vocation that He had in store for me. Right after college, I felt led by the Lord to join a 
monastery not far from my home.  
 
I loved being a monk. I loved the community life and the prayer. I loved the ministry we did on 
behalf of the local community. And since most of the monks were Italians from South Philly, I 
even loved the food! 
 
But then a change in leadership happened at the monastery. And as often happens, when the 
leadership changed, life changed too. Those of us who were preparing to become priests were 
put under new kind of scrutiny. Our new leader met with me several times, to tell me what I was 
doing wrong; what proof there was that I would not be a good priest. 
 
So finally I asked the direct question: ‘Will I ever be ordained a priest at this monastery?’ And he 
replied with two letters. ‘N.O.’  
 
What do you do when the rug has been pulled out from under your life? What do you do when 
you thought you were doing God’s will, and then the door slams in your face?  
 
What did I do? Well, I raged a lot. I felt betrayed. This wasn’t fair! Where was God? 
 
After a time of raging, and swearing, and stewing, I finally tried praying. And God started to use 
those two letters, ‘N.O.,’ to do something new in me. Slowly, I began to see that my plan for my 
vocation and my future had been precisely that – MY plan. Not God’s. In MY plan, I had chosen 
a comfortable place, with comfortable food, in a familiar part of the world. MY plan was all 
about ME. 
 



But then two letters came along – N.O. – and slowly I realized that it was time to let CHRIST 
define what my life should be, and how I should love his people. 
 
Christ did, indeed, have a plan for me – and it was not one that I could have ever dreamed up for 
myself. It was the dream that  led me from Pennsylvania to Virginia, from my comfort zone to a 
daily adventure in which God is in charge (or should be, if I’m listening!) 
 
How much more selfish I would be, if I had gotten what I originally wished for. So I thank God 
for those two letters – N.O. – which at first felt like heart-breaking betrayal, but then broke open 
the invitation to allow Christ to lead the way. 
 
In today’s Gospel, another moment of betrayal is unfolding. Dreams and plans are unraveling.  
 
Jesus and his disciples are gathered around the table at the Last Supper. He had just washed their 
feet. 
 
Immediately after that humble act of service, Judas got up from the table, and went out into the 
night… to sell Jesus for 30 pieces of silver.  
 
Today’s Gospel reading starts with these haunting words: ‘When Judas had left them’. He was 
out there, betraying Jesus.  
 
The disciples had so many plans and dreams for Jesus, and for themselves. But in just a few 
hours, they would all come crashing down when Jesus was arrested, and most of the disciples 
would flee. 
 
Yet even as all of this betrayal and change is in the air, Jesus goes on teaching. He says to his 
disciples: “I give you a new commandment – love one another.” Now if Jesus had stopped just 
there, it would have been reasonable for one of his disciples to say, “Wait a minute Jesus. That’s 
not a new commandment. The Hebrew Scriptures are FULL of examples where God commands 
us to love each other, to love our families, our neighbors, and even love our enemies!  
 
In fact, the Greek, Roman and Chinese philosophers had taught the same thing for centuries. 
“Love one another?” There’s nothing NEW in that commandment! 
 
Until… until Jesus speaks two letters.  “A.S.”  Jesus says, “Love one another...  AS I have loved 
you….”  Now, there IS something new in this commandment! 
 
If Jesus simply said, “Love one another,” we human beings could take that commandment and 
turn it into a selfish, self-serving excuse for mistreating people. Love is a very easy word to 



define incorrectly. We can convince ourselves that even our most sinful actions are somehow an 
act of love. 
 
For instance, I’ve spoken to those addicted to alcohol. They can endanger their children by 
driving drunk with the kids in the back seat – but they tell me that they love their kids.  
 
I’ve spoken to those who sexually abuse children – and they are frighteningly capable of saying, 
“you just don’t understand, I love those children.” 
 
Or the woman who was married, and at the same time she was carrying on affairs with two other 
men. She told me: ‘Father, you just don’t understand. I can love three men at the same time.’ 
 
You can – if the word ‘love’ means nothing.  
 
Jesus knows this. So he speaks the two letters which should change our world. A.S.  ‘Love one 
another AS I have loved you.’  
 
With those two letters, Jesus shows us that our life cannot be defined by our whims, our plans, 
our desires alone. Rather, the task of every Christian is to be so focused on Christ that HE sets 
the agenda, HE shows the way, HE directs our lives. Love one another, AS I have loved you. 
 
If we are going to do that, then we must turn to the scriptures to learn what his love looks like 
 
So I invite you to dust off your Bible this week, and read the greatest love story ever told. In the 
pages of the Gospel, you will begin to see anew what the love of Jesus looks like – then you can 
begin to learn to love AS Jesus loves.  
 
Where might we look in the Scriptures to see what the love of Jesus looks like?  
 
+ Look at Jesus kneeling on the floor at the last supper, washing the feet of the people he loves. 
Doing the humble service even for the man who would rush out to betray him. That’s what his 
love looks like. 
+ Look at Jesus, sitting in the dirt with the woman caught in adultery. She felt so much shame, 
and he said to her, “I do not condemn you.”  
+ Look at Jesus, Jesus feeding those who are hungry, and healing those who are hurting. That’s 
where you will learn a new way of loving. 
+ Look at Jesus forgiving even those who were driving the nails into his flesh. 
+ Look at Jesus teaching what is true, doing what is true. That’s where we learn a new way of 
loving. 
+ Look at Jesus setting aside anger, and offering mercy 



+ Look at Jesus, praying and serving. There is the new way of loving. 
+ Look at Jesus on the cross. There we see self-transcendence, giving more of yourself, because 
you know there is a larger story at work, and a greater goal at stake. 
+ Look at Jesus and you discover that life is not all about me, or my plan, or my way. 
 
The more I keep my gaze directly on Jesus, the more I learn what his love looks like. And the 
more I begin to realize that he loves me with that new kind of love, a love that it so deep that it is 
beyond my imagining.  
 
Love each other, AS I have loved you…. 
 
A.S. 
 
Two letters that can change our lives, and change the world, if we trust them, and live them. 
 
Will it be easy? N.O. 
 
But in the Gospel, and the Eucharist, and the Church, the living Lord stands ready strengthen 
you, and teach you a new way to love, AS he loves. 
 
He’s saying to us, “Follow me.” 
Well, let’s G.O. 
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