My guess is that most of you here today have never heard of two men by the name of Herman Wallace and Albert Woodfox.  Back in 1972, these men were convicted, along with a third man, of the murder of a prison guard in Louisiana and sentenced to solitary confinement in the state’s maximum security prison.  They became known as the Angola Three.  The third man was eventually released in 2001, but the other two remain in solitary confinement to this day—almost 40 continuous years of living in complete isolation from any other person in a tiny 10 by 5 cell, with nothing but a bed, a chair and a table.  If they’re lucky, they get out for maybe 30 minutes a day to walk the yard, but again that’s all alone.  They can do simple calisthenics in their cell to pass the time, but most of their time is spent thinking.  And sometimes, we know, leave us alone with only our thoughts, and we can drive ourselves crazy.  

Case studies are very clear about what happens to people in solitary confinement.  They develop depression, paranoia, psychosis—they go mad.  They’re at a very high risk for suicide.  So some have labeled solitary confinement to be “cruel and unusual punishment.”  And I think rightly so.  Because human beings were created by God to live in relationship with other people.  We were not created to live in isolation—it’s been said, no man is an island.  We were created to love and to serve and to share, and we can’t do that alone.  Love is meant to be shared with another person.  Service is only service if there’s someone to serve.  We can’t share our joys and our sorrows unless someone is there to give it to.  God created us for relationship.  Think about how many times you interact with other people in the course of a simple day—sharing a meal, talking on the phone, working in the office, passing others on the street or in the store, listening to the radio or watching television.  Our lives are intimately connected with other people.  Imagine if all of that were taken away.  

The very life of God reflects how very important relationship is.  God is Trinity—three in one: Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Three persons make up one God.  It’s far beyond our comprehension to understand how that’s possible.  But it’s important to note that this is God’s essence.  His very being is life lived in relationship—the Father loves the Son, the Son loves the Father, and the love between them is the Holy Spirit. It’s relationship. Our lives are called to reflect that very same life of God.  We are called to live in relationship with one another.  Our relationships are meant to reflect the life of the Trinity.  

What happens when we lose this sense of relationship?  We don’t need to necessarily look to the extreme of solitary confinement.  We see it in our own lives and in the lives of those around us: 

· Some people, when they have a problem in life, shut down—they bottle it up and don’t talk about it.  They isolate themselves.  They don’t let people into their lives.  They refuse relationship.  

· Some people allow their differences to create animosity between them.  They get angry, they hold grudges, they refuse to forgive, they refuse to work together.  They refuse relationship.  

· Some people are so wrapped up in their own concerns that they’re oblivious to the needs of those around them.  They focus on their goals of amassing wealth or reputation or pleasure or material things, that they don’t see the person begging at their doorstep. They refuse relationship.

The circumstances may be different, but the end result is the same.  In losing the sense of relationship, we lose our sense of connectedness.  We lose the sense of ourselves—our identity—in the process.  And we lose the greatest sense we have of the life of God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  

We need to regain the sense of relationship.  And we need to invest in our relationships.  I’m not talking about just any kind of relationship.  Whether we’re talking about spouses, parents and children, friends, or a community—every relationship must reflect the life of God.  And what is the foundation of the life of God—within the Trinity—if it’s not love?  St. Paul knew this—we heard today how he commonly addressed the churches he wrote to.  He told them to love one another, to encourage one another, to live in peace.  These are ways we live in loving relationship, to reflect the life of God.  

But of course, nowhere is that love more clearly shown than in what John describes in the Gospel.  The love of God was responsible for the Father sending His only Son Jesus Christ to die for us on the cross.  The perfect love found within the Holy Trinity was so strong, it actually reached down from heaven to earth, to save us from our sins and to give us a model of how to love in self-sacrifice.  If we were all willing to live in such a way—selflessly for each and every person we meet—we’d be experiencing the life of Heaven right here, right now—we’d live in perfect relationship and perfect love with one another and with God.  

So, what does it take to live in the kind of relationship that God calls us to?  It takes genuine love.  Pope John Paul II described really well three elements that I think are so important to build up relationship.

1) Seeing the good in each other: We can’t live in holy relationship with another person unless we can see the goodness that God placed within them.  That person may be the rudest person you know.  They may have done some awful things.  But there’s still a spark of God’s goodness within everyone.  Can you discover and fully appreciate the beauty and goodness of each and every person you meet? 
2) Desiring the good for yourself: This may seem odd when we’re talking about love being selfless, but it’s not when we look at it more closely.  There’s a longing within ourselves for something we lack.  And we discover in the course of our lives that others can fulfill those needs.  So we love others—we’re attracted to others—partly because we need them in our life.  They complete us; they’re good for us; they help us to grow to be the people God always meant us to be.  Can you see how every person you meet can contribute something to help you to grow in this way?  

3) Desiring the good for the other: This is perhaps the greatest element of love—the sense of selfless love that is willing to give and to serve and to sacrifice, without counting the cost.  This is the love of Christ on the cross—the purest form of love, which brings us the greatest fulfillment.  
Each of these elements of love contributes to the kind of relationship God wants us to have.  So we would do well to strive for this type of love and do away with any isolation or anger or selfishness within our hearts that keeps us from relationship with others.  The life of the Trinity is the model for the life we’re meant to live.  And so we pray today to God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit that the love that is in Him may dwell in us as well.  

