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Abide in my love 

 
British philosopher, mathematician, historian, humanitarian and pacifist, Bertrand Arthur 
William Russell (1872-1970) was a most interesting person and at times, controversial – especially 
his anti-Victorian views on sexuality before marriage and his anti-war stand: he opposed Israel, 
Soviet totalitarianism and the Vietnam war. 
 
He was given titles such as Earl, the Right Honorable Earl as well as the Order of Merit, the 
Fellowship of the Royal Society and other prestigious awards, including the Nobel Prize for 
Literature in 1950 
 
In his autobiography, written in 1950, he stated he had three interests in life – sex, religion and 
mathematics.  In regards to mathematics, he distinguished himself but generally did far better at 
philosophy – particularly Western philosphy. 
 
In regards to sex, during his life he had four wives and numerous other women regarded as 
‘passionate affairs’: several of these were at the same time, including Lady Ottoline Morrell and 
famous actress of the day, Lady Constance Malleson. 
 
During his second marriage, it was rumoured he had an affair with Vivian Eliot – wife of TS Eliot 
and after his second divorce, he quickly married his children’s governess, thus hinting at another 
affair.   
 
Publicly, he took an anti-Victorian approach to sexuality and advocated “trial marriages”  which 
greatly offended the Americans whose public outcry had him dismissed by Court Order, from his 
position as Professor at New York. 
 
American Professor of English Mason Cooley (1927-2002) tried to explain the difference between 
love and friendship when he said, “friendship is love minus sex and plus reason. Love is friendship 
plus sex and minus reason.” 
 
In regards to religion, he studied it well and embraced certain philosophical teachings for the 
existence of God but in his own conclusion, he was never sure if he should call himself an atheist or 
an agnostic and that religion was “little more than superstition”.  
 
In a speech in 1949 he expressed a much harder line, stating that religion “is largely harmful to 
people” and that it served to “impede knowledge, foster fear and dependency, is responsible for 
much of the war, oppression, and misery that have beset the world.”  
 
This is a generalization but true: religion, politics and power games are all part of being human 
and history is all about the struggle between right and wrong, good and evil in all areas of life and 
in every generation.  P. K. Shaw – said to be Pamela Shaw from Perth, sums up well, “between 
fighting for peace and dying for love, we still find time to enjoy life.” 
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In his childhood Bertrand Russell was surrounded by tragedy.  By the time he was 6 he had lost his 
mother to diphtheria, then he lost his sister Rachel, his father John and then his grandfather. His 
adolescence was very lonely and he often contemplated suicide. In his autobiography, he stated that 
it was only his interest in mathematics that kept him from killing himself.  
 
He stated at one time or another, “the whole problem with the world is that fools and fanatics are 
always so certain of themselves, but wiser people so full of doubts.” This statement is another 
generalization which can be as untrue as it is true. The more accurate truth is all people have doubts 
but some cover them up with the ‘certainties’ in their head whilst others forge their faith through 
doubts. 
 
Some people will only go so far with Christ: 
All the way except the virgin birth. 
All the way except the resurrection. 
All they way except the second coming, the judgment, eternal damnation and so on! 
So often faith is forged through these doubts – doubt what you doubt and faith will come. 
 
Doubts stop you … they block you out – 
Doubt your doubts and move forward! 
 
I do not judge Bertrand Russell or anyone else – I leave that to God: for all I know, he may have 
been a servant of the Lord.  I certainly value his writings which are, as his colleague and friend 
American Professor Ray Monk wrote, an “astonishing breadth of his general historical 
knowledge”. 
 
Not a judgment or a criticism of him, I just cannot help but notice he did not appear to have the 
assurance or certainty I have in my own life – the assurance or certainty you have in your life. 
 
I also notice this in the lives of other people whom I highly respect for their work – David 
Attenborough, Richard Dawkins, Sigmund Freud, Francis Crick and David Suzuki and so on. 
 
On a webpage which lists the fifty  most famous atheists are names such as Ivan Pavlov, Sigmund 
Freud, Richard Strauss, Bertrand Russell, Ayn Rand*, Katherine Hepburn, Francis Crick, David 
Suzuki, Richard Dawkins and Mick Jagger!  Julia is not there – obviously not a famous atheist yet! 
There is another webpage called ‘the Secular Web’ which is a site for atheists, agnostics, skeptics 
and secularism. At the top of their page they state that they are “a drop of reason in a pool of 
confusion”. 
 
Well I am not confused and our gospel reading today doesn’t confuse me and I certainly not 
confused by the words of the Lord “Abide in my Love”.  The word ‘abide’  is ‘meno’ in the Greek 
and means to “remain in a place … to continue with … to last … to endure”. It means, Christians 
do not give up on their faith, ‘come what may’ but stick with the godly things which draw us onto 
salvation. In the NT, the word ‘abide’ is used 112 times, John uses it the most – 66 times and 40 
times in this gospel. 
 
Jesus said – abide in me – abide in my love.  
These words of the Lord sets out a formula for an unconfused life: the certainty of the Father’s love 
for Christ (“as the Father has loved me”) is the certainty of Christ’s love for his disciples (“so I 
have loved you”) who now are now called-up to make certain they love one another (“abide in my 
love”). 
 
This certainty of love from the Father, to the Son; from the Son to the disciples and, then to one 
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another doesn’t give them confusion but gives them his joy, that it may be in them, that it may be 
complete – so complete they are no longer servants but friends!  
 
Jesus says it another way: just as I  have kept my Father’s commandments … this is my 
commandment to you … you are my friends if you do what I  command you … I  am giving you 
these commands so that you may love one another … (and) the Father will give you whatever you 
ask him in my name. 
 
This word for ‘command’ is an interesting one as well.  In the Greek it is entellomai which the 
basic meaning is “to give a commission or direction”.   
 
Many Police Superintendents and Inspectors have their ‘Commission’ hanging up on the wall along 
with the family photos – they regard it as a certificate of great pride and great responsibility. 
 
To love one another is Christ’s commission to us. 
 
Love from the Father to the Son and, from the Son to the disciples, and from the disciples to one 
another is a compound love – just as compound interest is interest on interest – we are grounded in 
love which not only teaches us, it builds upon itself, in us and through us.  
 
First Lady of the USA, Eleanor Roosevelt (1884-1962) made it easy to understand when she said, 
“The giving of love is an education in itself.” 
 
Finally, the Word which we believe and trust in the Bible, is also from God’s love. John writes in 
the first sentence of his gospel, “in the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and 
the Word was God.” 
 
As love from God, the Word teaches us to understand every moment of our life in a new way – it 
frees us from the past and opens us a new future.  
  
Bertrand Russell lived a long and influential life of 98 years and he lived it as he wanted to.  He 
gained worldwide praise for his success with literature and philosophy; the understanding of history 
and his dismissal of religion – especially Christianity which he knew so much about. 
 
Sadly, it would seem, he never came to the knowledge of the truth and to experience the certainty of 
those words, “Abide in my love.”   
 
In 1927 he wrote an essay, titled, “Why I am not a christian”, he never retracted those words and so 
at his funeral service on Thursday, 5th February 1970, according to his will, there was no religious 
ceremony and no clergy presiding. 
 
John in his first epistle simply but powerfully wrote, “we love because he first loved us” (4.19) and 
Jesus said simply and powerfully, “as the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; abide in my 
love." 

_____________________________ 


