
Wonder of Love

Jeremiah 1:4-10; Psalm 71:1-6; 1 Corinthians 13:1-13; Luke 4:21-30

"So faith, hope, love abide, these three; but the greatest of these is love."

"If I speak in human tongues or even the speech of angels, but have not love, I am a noisy gong or a

clanging cymbal."

Strong words to one who makes his living trying hard to speak in the tongues of angels, or at

least of a Billy Graham. I think I could pass peacefully if, after one of my sermons, I overheard

someone in the third row say to her boyfriend, "Didn't our preacher sound just like an angel today?"

And yet, says Paul, without love all my poetry is auditory pollution. Without love, the greatest speech

by the greatest public speaker is a cymbal dropped on the floor during a band concert.

Strong words. So whatever that big little word "love" means here, it's something strong,

unsentimental, tough. Paul, who wrote some beautiful words, says that without love, our prettiest

speech is nothing but noise.

So please, just for this morning, try to put out of your mind the wedding solos or any other

sentimental mush you might have heard on this text. This love, which can make or break our speech,

is, says Elizabeth Achtemeier, "closer to hard-eyed realism than simpering sentimentality."

Christian love is not a stupid unwillingness to look at the world as it is. It is the recognition that,

because the world is as it is, nothing less than love will do. Love takes that noisy cacophony of

jangling, discordant notes called life and weaves it into a symphony.

"And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge ... but have

not love ... " Is this where the text begins to tread most on my seminary educated toes?

"If I understand all mysteries and all knowledge ... but have not love ..."

Evidently, this was the problem for the Christians at Corinth. Somebody had come to the
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church at Corinth saying that he had the key to the faith, some hidden, esoteric wisdom that nobody

but they could know. It was Gnosticism passed off as Christianity (Gnosticism - gnosis, knowledge).

"For only $9.95 a week, I will let you in on the secret, hidden plan of salvation that will make you

special and we'll just keep this wisdom here, among the enlightened."

Paul asked, "Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world?" (1 Cor 1:20). In the world's

great "wisdom," it managed to miss the Messiah. "God chose what is foolish ... to shame the wise,

God chose what is weak ... to shame the strong" (1:27). Jesus impressed the world as neither

eloquent nor wise. His reception in his hometown is ample proof of that.  He was no guru with

esoteric, mysterious knowledge to impart. He was the embodiment of love.

Jesus didn't come proclaiming a new philosophy of life. He came living and dying in a new

way, as a perfect embodiment of love.

So Paul says to the Corinthians, "When I came to you, ... I did not come preaching to you in

lofty words or wisdom. For I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him

crucified." In the world's "wisdom" that's dumb, a god who gets crucified. Such a thing is

comprehensible only as an act of total, self-sacrificial love.

There is no greater love than for someone to lay down his life for his friends, says Jesus.

Elsewhere Paul notes, "Why, we might be willing to die for a righteous person but God shows his

love for us in that Christ died for sinners."

"And if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing." Does Paul

really mean to go this far? Fancy, manipulative speech, smug knowledge - we gladly grant that love is

better. Around here in Corinth, we have a overabundance of big-headed, intellectual prigs, but a

shortage of love.

Here Paul ups the ante: "If I had enough faith to move a mountain, and had not love ... " How
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much faith do you have this morning? Around here, even scarce commodities like knowledge or

understanding are apt to be more plentiful than faith. You might be satisfied with just enough faith to

remove some of your doubts, or to say the Creed with conviction, much less to move mountains. And

yet Paul, who was big on faith, makes the sweeping claim that, in the absence of love, even faith is ...

nothing.

There are those who know everything about Jesus except that he is love, who use the Bible

like a bludgeon with which to beat everyone else over the head, people for whom Christianity is a

way to divide, separate, put down others. Without love, the Christian faith can become cruel and ugly.

Will Willimon tells a story of a man, then a young professor, being on a plane in the late sixties and

finding himself next to Dr. Martin Luther King. He introduced himself to Dr. King and, as their journey

progressed, he revealed to Dr. King that he was active in the Civil Rights struggle on his own

campus. Because of his work in the racial struggle, he had become alienated from his father. He told

Dr. King how his father could not understand him and how they had grown apart.

"What can I do," he asked Dr. King, "to raise the consciousness of my father, to make my

father see that he is a racist, that all of his pious talk about 'loving black people' is just a lie?"

Dr. King put his hand on the young man's hand and said, "Your father is doing the best he

can. He has not had many of your educational opportunities, opportunities which your father has

provided for you. As a Christian, you must be patient with him and love him."

"If I give away all that I have, and if I deliver my body to be burned, but have not love, I gain

nothing."

Remember, Paul was probably talking to people who had lost everything when they became

Christians, people who had been disinherited, divorced, forsaken by their families. This makes all the

more astounding what he says about love. What if you were in the congregation that day in Corinth
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and had heard these words: "If I give away all that I have, deliver my body to be burned, but have not

love, I gain nothing"? What if you had witnessed (no doubt some in Corinth had) your parents or

siblings burned to death because of their faith and heard Paul claim that, without love ...? We can’t

sentimentalize or sugarcoat this text! This is hard stuff.

"Love is patient, ... kind; ... not jealous or boastful; ... not arrogant or rude ... does not insist on

its own way; ... is not irritable or resentful; does not rejoice in the wrong, but rejoices in the right. Love

bears all ... believes all, ... hopes all, ... endures all, ..."

At a meeting of the congregation’s Social Justice Committee, all of them were concerned,

committed to work justice for others. They were discussing the church's support for the community

soup kitchen. And during our discussion, one person was so rude to another, so cruel in her criticism

of the way that she had been working, that she caused her to leave the meeting in tears.

Well, so be it. We have been taught, by some of our best theologians, that Christians can't just

leave it on the individual, personal level of love. We must bring our concern to the systemic, the

global, the corporate, and the social! Justice is more significant than little one-to-one love. If a few

individuals happen to get chewed up in the process, so be it.

But I don't know ... How can we hope to do justice to our sister whom we have not seen if we

can't show love to our sister across the table? Perhaps contemporary Christians find it less

threatening to talk about justice than to struggle to do love. Laws are so much easier to make than

love. With laws, I can act as if I am helping my neighbour while still keeping him/her a stranger.

Justice, as tough as it is, may demand less of us than love ... which is not jealous, not arrogant, not

rude or resentful.

A man was asked to speak on the subject of "Peacemaking in a Nuclear Age" at his seminary.

For his talk he chose to address the problem of gossip within the seminary, the way we wound one
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another with words, the way scholars are envious of one another, spread untruth about one another's

work.

"You were supposed to speak on global peacemaking, not petty moral issues like gossip!" they

told him. But I don't know ...

"Love never ends. But as for prophecies, they will come to an end; as for tongues, they will

cease; as for knowledge, it will come to an end. For we know only in part, and we prophesy only in

part; but when the complete comes, the partial will come to an end."

And now, what is for me perhaps the most challenging claim of the text:

"When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child; when I

became an adult, I put an end to childish ways. For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we

will see face to face. Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully

known."

Stated simply, Christian love is not for babies. It isn't easy, it is not "doing" what comes

naturally. Paul has no attachment to the joys of what we call "young love." Love, of the kind

described here, takes every ounce of your maturity, hard work over a lifetime, waking up every

morning asking God for the grace to help you love despite others, despite yourself. I'm sorry, those of

you just out of, or still in, adolescence, but Christian love is not for the young. The love that Paul calls

us to show in our relationships with one another and with the world is a mature love. It is a tough job

but is one that can begin right here, right now, in the way we love one another, then we can reach out

and also touch the world around us. It will take every fibre of love in our being but the one who came

to show us the true meaning of love has also shown us it can be done. "So faith, hope, love abide,

these three; but the greatest of these is love." Thanks be to God. Amen.
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