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Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things









I Corinthians 13:7


Our journey through the Bible has taken us to Corinthians, which is basically a two part letter about a church in conflict.  "I hear there are divisions among you," Paul says, "and I am inclined to believe it."  "Inclined to believe it?"  Paul apparently has been sent an extensive list of issues over which the church has been fighting in order to get  his advice and wisdom.  This is a congregation that is fighting over sexual practice (gee, that's a surprise isn't it), the meaning of the resurrection, appropriate communion procedures, economic and social inequality within the church, the authority of leadership, the appropriateness of Christians engaging in lawsuits, marital relationships, dietary practice for believers, how to engage a secular culture.  It makes some of the issues we are dealing with in the contemporary church seem almost tame.  

Early church leader Tertullian said the best selling point for Christianity was hearing those outside the church declare, "see how those Christians love each other."  But we look at the history of the church and it doesn't always seem as though "loving one another" is the dominant motif.  


I'm always slightly bemused when someone says to me, "o it must be wonderful working it a church.  Working with all those people doing their best to be nice, to live like Christians, harmonious, encouraging, congenial".  My reaction is usually "you don't know the church all that well, do you?"  I'm chair of the Presbytery's Committee on Ministry this year, whose job it is to oversee ministers and deal with conflicted churches.  Doesn't that sound like a fun job? In this week alone, as I've been thinking about this sermon, I've had communications about 4 different congregations in our Presbytery who are dealing with some kind of conflict.   Many of us are well aware of the tensions that have existed in our denomination for more than thirty years over issues of sexual ethics and standards for ordination, and the passage of Amendment 10A by the Presbyteries has energized peoples' passions on all sides. 


Not only do surveys consistently show, but personal anecdote tends to confirm that nothing seems to turn people off to involvement in the church more than this impression that Christians are always fighting over something.  I talked recently to a young man from our former church in New York who was so offended by how he saw church members act in the response to an interim minister after I left, that he's had a hard time going back to church.    Of course, what matters deeply to one person seems trivial and unimportant to another---and therein is often the rub. 

If you notice, however, Paul begins his letters to the church in Corinth by calling them "saints."  Contentious though they are, they are still saints, "those called out to be disciples, to live out the gospel."  He doesn't write them out of the Christian community until they shape up.  Indeed, he doesn't seem to be surprised that in a church made up of forgiven sinners, rather than perfected disciples, that there is some conflict.  It's just one of those things you expect when people are passionate about something, when they care deeply.  Where it matters, tensions erupt; where people don't care, harmony, produced by indifference, can reign. 


This is Memorial Day weekend, or as it was originally known as Decoration Day, when in both south and north, independently of each other, the tradition emerged following 1865 of decorating the graves of fallen soldiers.  It got me thinking that in no other period in American history was there more contention and division in the churches than during the Civil War with all the accompanying issues. Most denominations---the Baptist, Methodists, Episcopalians, Presbyterian had split north and south in the 1840s, a harbinger of the sectional divide that was to come.  Central to the conflict in the churches was the morality of slavery and its expansion into the territories, but so were questions of whether the national church or regional bodies should exercise authority over mission work (states' rights debate), as well as the style of worship, the role of laity and clergy in church government, and expectations around ordination standards.  During the war itself passions regarding the church's support of the union or the confederacy ran deep and there was a palpable sense that churches on the other side were ecclesiastically dead wrong and in fact giving aid and comfort to the enemy. It was not easy to maintain a sense of fellowship when you were convinced that your opponent was in error on the most pressing issue of the day.   Lincoln expressed the dilemma of thinking Christians when he reminded the hearers of his 2nd inaugural: Both (north and south) read the same Bible and pray to the same God, and each invokes His aid against the other. The prayers of both could not be answered. That of neither has been answered fully. The Almighty has His own purposes.


Conflict exists in all realms of human interaction, but it could be argued that church fights are the worst, because there is so much at stake: our faithfulness to God.   How easy it is for Christians to develop a harsh and judgmental logic: I love Jesus, but since you don't agree with me, there must be some religious flaw in you.  In fact, you must not love Jesus. Convinced that God dislikes the exact same people and things we do,  self righteousness gets behind the wheel and love gets pushed to the backseat  We do it in politics too of course, in the sad age of incivility.   I'm the true lover of freedom, of the constitution—you who differ with me—on budgets and tax policy, health care, immigration--don't love freedom, trample on the constitution.  

I've been reading a fascinating book titled This Republic of Suffering. Death and the American Civil War, (sounds cheery, doesn't it?) by historian Drew Gilpin Faust, who grew up here in Clarke County and now is President of Harvard.   America had to deal with death of staggering proportions during that time.  620,000 people died in less than 4 years, the bulk of whom were men in the prime of life.  Proportional to the population the death rate was six times that of World War II, which meant no family was untouched.  Infant mortality meant death itself wasn't unfamiliar to many families, but now death took place in strange places, away from home and family.  To cope, a whole new series of attitudes began to emerge.  There were new understandings of "the good death" emerged, and new ways of accounting for the dead on the battlefield, and new mechanisms for identifying and notifying families.  Often the dead were just left as the  as the armies moved on,  and there was an enormous challenge just to deal  with the sheer logistics of burial, while being sure families were left with some assurance about a soldiers end, and especially the state of their soul.  Being surrounded by so much conflict and so much death—on our own soil--was an overwhelming experience for the American people.  Ideas about how one should grieve and what was appropriate mourning took on enormous significance. 


For poet Walt Whitman, the need to make sacred all this devastation became a passion.  He personally visited some 100,000 wounded soldiers during the war, and worried about how many "lay entirely unburied and how many gravestones carried the significant word UNKNOWN."  It was important, he said, for him to claim each soldier as his own, "a man as divine as myself, a loving comrade, infinite, important—especially if he lay unheralded and unknown.    The reburying of the dead in massive cemeteries—such as in Winchester, the repair of neglected graves and placing of headstones, the emergence of the tradition of placing flowers on the graves of soldiers, were all ways of trying to provide some way of coping, some manner of healing for this overwhelming experience of death, even as the nation tried to bind up and move on—with decidedly mixed results.   

America in the mid 19th c. was a deeply Bible shaped, religiously molded culture, and the specter of Christians fighting one another so viciously, and churches developing theological rationalize for such conflict profoundly unsettling.  It left some soldiers, like future Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, deeply skeptical of a providential God, causing him to "lose his belief in beliefs."   It created a different kind of crisis of faith for many in the south, who had been proud that they included a trust in God as the foundation of their government, something that was lacking in the U.S. Constitution. Where is God in the midst of conflict? 


It was a particularly tough question for that generation, and one could argue that the outgrowth of those political and religious tensions are still being lived out in the 21st century.  But it is something every Christian grapples with, faced with the reality of a church that keeps getting into disputes, keepings fighting about something.  


It is telling, I think, that Paul plunks down, in the middle of this narrative of church conflict in I Corinthians, this chapter on love.   We hear this read at weddings so often, but the context of his eloquent affirmation of love is given to us in the midst of all this messiness of church life primarily as an antidote to Christians in conflict.  Here is the way you ought to behave as you work through your differences and try to discern God's direction for you.  Love is not about feelings or the sentimental fluff of a Hallmark TV special or an Amanda Bradley greeting card.  J.B. Phillips translation makes clear love, as the Bible understands it, requires hard action: The love of which I speak is slow to lose patience—it looks for a way of being constructive.  It is not possessive; it is neither anxious to impress nor does it cherish inflated ideas of its own importance.  Love has good manners and does not pursue selfish advantage.  It does not keep account of evil or gloat over the wickedness of other people.  On the contrary, it is glad when truth prevails. Love knows no limit to its endurance, no end to its trust, no fading of its hope.  It can outlast anything."   Isn't that beautiful—and evocative. 

Love is the necessary antidote to the poison which sometimes accompanies passionate difference in the community of faith.  Paul reminds us that we see through a "glass darkly."  We grasp what God wants only dimly; God's way of love is fuzzy, imperfectly reflected in this tarnished mirror of ours. We get it wrong, we make mistakes, when the roll is called up yonder, we may discover we haven't gotten either our theology or ethics just right.  Thankfully we are saved not by grace, not getting all our theology perfect.  There will come a time when we get it, when we see face to face, we will know even as we have been fully known, but for now we need to strive as best we can to let the law of love shape our attitudes and actions toward one another. 

Reinhold Niebuhr said the aim is always love, but sometimes the best we can do is justice and a sense of fairplay.  We aim for the peaceable kingdom, when the lion shall lay down with the lamb and pure love shall motivate our actions, but sometimes we have to deal in this imperfect world, with laws preventing discrimination in hiring and housing as the best we can do, finding ways to restrain the evil doer. We can't make people love; we can make them behave better.  But we always look and strive for those hints of love which break through our tarnished world; love embodied reminds us there is something more than what already is. 


Continuing with the Civil War theme on this Memorial Day weekend, there was a wonderful vignette in Ken Burns' TV series, which depicted the 50th anniversary of Pickett's charge on the 3rd day of the Battle of Gettysburg.  The year was 1913, and in these early days of the movie industry, this re-enactment was recorded for posterity.  Aging white haired, bespeckled old men, most well into their 70s and rather frail, some showing the distinct aftereffects of the war, missing limbs and on crutches, hobbled their way laboriously across the open field toward equally aged men on Cemetery Ridge.  The rebel yell was a little less ferocious, the defenders a little less anxious in their fear of this mass swarming toward them.   But when they finally encountered each other, it wasn't bayonets which were their greeting.  Rather the men of the north and men of the south collapsed into each other's in warm embrace,  exhausted physically and emotionally by the slow motion re-enactment, but bonded at a deep human level, by the remembrance of what they had experienced and sacrificed.  Unity gripped them for a moment as children of God, valuable and worthy.     I doubt if the conflicts were settled.  Those Yankees were probably still damn Yankees, the southerners still rebels.  The issues which had once divided them were not all resolved—and still aren't.  The peaceable kingdom had not arrived.  But for a moment, love broke through, a vision of a world free of conflict, united in a community.

We live in a world of conflict—and the church is not immune.  But we live with this vision of a community of love ever before us.  There is an epitaph I love on the grave of a man who died during the English Civil War of the 17th c, two centuries before our Civil War, but another time when Christian attacked Christian.  It says simply:



Here lies Sir Richard Baronet, whose singular grace it 



was to do the best of things in the worst of times.
That's our calling, to do the best of things in the worst of times, so that even in conflict, even in the worst of times, others might look at the church, at us Christians, and be able to say with conviction "see how they love each other." 
THANKS BE TO GOD WHO GIVES US THE VICTORY THROUGH JESUS CHRIST
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