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If I have all faith….but do not have love, I am nothing






I Cor 13:2


Do you ever watch Everyone Loves Raymond?  This comedy about a loving but highly dysfunctional family is in reruns now, but I confess to a certain guilty pleasure in watching it, perhaps because compared to THAT family  my efforts to be a loving husband, father, son, friend don't seem quite so bumbling.


In one episode Raymond is offering advice to his forlorn brother who is becoming stressed about all the expectations his fiancé has for him in planning their wedding.  "Here's what you do," he tells Robert,"  make a royal mess of the first task she gives you, she'll figure you're simply incompetent to do it right---and you'll be home free."  When this backfires, Robert tells everyone it was Raymond's idea.  His wife Deborah looks at him with wide eyed realization, "so that's how you managed to bail out of all the wedding plans."   Before the episode is over, however, Raymond discovers that Deborah has had  her own fabrication going, feigning incompetence that she just couldn't get the VCR to work (it's old technology, I know)every time Raymond wanted her to record a sports event while he was held up at work.  With his own wide eyed realization, Raymond tells her "so you feigned it incompetence because you didn't want me to spend time at home watching even more sports?  Deborah and Raymond love each other, but are always making a mess of it.   


Why is this business of loving so tough, so laden with perils?   It is the hardest work we do, wouldn't you agree, especially in relation to those closest to us, our families, but also the most important. 

No one disputes the centrality of love to life itself.  We sing about it: "what the world needs now is love sweet love, it's the only thing we can't get enough of." In a couple of weeks we'll shower loved ones with a gush of Hallmark greetings and heart shaped chocolates on Valentine's,  a day to honor love and enjoy sentiment.   Last night some of us attended the annual tribute to Robert Burns, the great Scottish poet of romance.   Burns penned such beautiful verse about love, 

"O my Luve's like a red, red rose That’s newly sprung in June;

O my Luve's like the melodie That’s sweetly play'd in tune.   


As fair art thou, my bonnie lass, so deep in luve am I.


And I will luve thee still, my dear,  Till a’ the seas gang dry."    
The only problem is that these lines were penned for Burn's mistress, while his long suffering wife Jean Armour was home raising the children. Men behaving badly in the name of love go a long ways back—and woman aren't innocent either.  The gap between the love's ideal and reality can be profound. 


No one would dispute that love is at the heart of the Christian faith, either.  "Make love your aim…above all these put on love which binds everything together in perfect harmony….you shall love the Lord your God…and your neighbor as yourself…on these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets." Scripture is saturated with the language of love.   Paul tells us here in this great hymn in I Corinthians 13 that love is central.   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.  Those are rough words for one who makes his living trying to speak in the tongues of angels or at least Billy Graham.  Wouldn't I like to overhear someone say just once, "Didn't our preacher sound just like the voice of an angel today?"  Yet Paul says, all our fine sermonizing is just pollution, without love.  The best speech by Obama or Gingrich or Abraham Lincoln, is a cymbal dropped on the floor during a symphony concert, if they lacks love.   The finest sermon of Harry Emerson Fosdick or Joel Osteen is no better than the discordant blast on a trumpet of a 14 year old who is taking band to look good on the college transcript, if it isn't offered with love.   


Love is that important.   Christianity without love can be cruel and ugly.   We get that, we confess it, we believe it.  God's love song in 1st Corinthians 13, is in many ways like other great love songs.  It gives us a vision of perfected love, that we have never seen fully take root in the network of demands, expectations, and realities that we recognize as our world.   Though this is often read at weddings, there is nothing in the passage that suggests this is exclusively or even primarily about marital love.  Will White touched on this briefly last week, when he reminded us this chapter is plunked down  in the middle of discussion about a whole series of conflicts going on in the Corinthian church.   The love Paul advocates is intended to be the shape of the Christian life, in all situations, including how we deal with conflict.  This ideal vision is intended to shape our attitudes, our dispositions, our actions, in this messy world in which we live.  We are not village saints with nothing to do but be nice to needy people.  Rather we are business people trying to provide for families in the face of tough competition.  We are health care providers who know that love is not the operating norm in hospital politics.  We are students who face bullies on the school bus.  We are husbands and wives trying to survive a marriage that somehow has withered down into boredom.  We are complicated individuals who have needs, drives, desires, rights, which do not easily harmonize with self giving love.   Love may be simple, but life is complicated and that makes the application of love to living hard work, the lesson of a lifetime. 

The Bible's assumption is that love is not the default stance of human beings, at least not love as the Bible defines.  We say we love everything from pepperoni pizza to a new pair of jeans, but Scripture defines love, agape, love in relational terms--as that which contributes to the well being and spiritual growth of the other person.   By nature we human beings, get centered on ourselves, what makes us feel good, what provides for our needs and well being.  We don't like to admit it, but we are sinners, trapped the big me at the center.    Become a loving person, therefore, doesn't always come naturally, easily, but involves a lifelong process of learning how to love, often going again the grain of our natural inclinations.   Erich Fromm, in a bestselling book of a generation ago, The Art of Loving laments that in our society, "in spite of the deep seated craving for love, almost everything else is considered to be more important than love: success, prestige, money, power---almost all our energy is used for the learning of how to achieve these aims, and almost none to the art of loving." 

 
Paul's hymn of love, while seeming to suggest an unattainable ideal, looks at love more with a hard eyed realism than with simpering sentimentality.   Each of these eight descriptions of love which forms the heart of the chapter would be worthy of a sermon in itself—and that would be a good series sometime, but today I want to look briefly each, using J.B. Philip's and Eugene Peterson's contemporary translations.  Think what it would mean if we could put these into practice.  Notice how it begins not by describing love as an emotion or a warm fuzzy. 

1)Love is slow to lose patience…it never gives up.  The KJV translates that "love suffers long."  Someone asked me "how long does one have to suffer."  Does one have to put up with abuse or unhappiness forever?  And the answer is, of course, no.   But the thrust of this is that love hangs in there a long time.  It doesn't bail the first time it gets tough; it doesn't bail when feelings of love are muted; it doesn't bail when I decide  you are no longer meeting my needs.


2)Love is kind; it  looks for a way of being constructive.  It tries to be helpful, supportive, encouraging.  It is the easiest thing in the world to tear down, to criticize, to complain.  Love, to paraphrase the song "accentuates the positive, eliminates the negative." 


3)Love is not envious or possessive; it doesn't want what it doesn't have.   This may involve taking the 10th commandment seriously, learning not to covet what somewhat else has—money, talent, beauty, success—being the opposite of  a Scrooge, whom Dickens described as a squeezing, wrenching, grasping, scraping, clutching, covetous old sinner.  But there's something more.  Love doesn't try to control, to bend the other person to one's own needs or desires, but rather seeks to release them to become the person God desires.


4)Love is not anxious to impress nor does it cherish inflated ideas of its own importance.  Genuine love and humility go hand in hand—not a false modesty, but a recognition that one's gifts come from God.  A lot of people have been cynical about Tim Tebow's overt faith,  but I've become convinced he's genuine.  His determination to declare to the media after each game, win or lose,   "I give thanks to my Lord and Savior Jesus Christ," may seem a little too public for some of us, but he says it is an effort on his part to keep the game in perspective, to be grateful for the opportunities he's been given while making no claim that God has some stake in the game.   Even more impressive, is his commitment to putting his love of Christ into action. Even after his big loss in the divisional championships, Tebow maintained his pattern of spending an hour or more with folks who have gone through some major crisis, that he has invited to the game.  In this case it was a high school quarterback who lost his leg to cancer. 


5)Love has good manners and does not pursue selfish advantage. It does not insist on its own way.  It looks for a way of being constructive.  What if our Congress took that seriously, or our faculty, or our medical or legal or accounting practice partners?   What if it weren't simply about me winning but what serves justice and the greater good?   


6)Love is not touchy. It is not irritable or resentful. Love doesn't fly off the handle.  It doesn't keep score of the sins of others.   Temperament surely figures in to this.  Some of us by nature are sensitive,  more thin skinned, while other let things roll off our back.  Some of us are more likely to get ulcers…other more likely to give them (and I bet you know which you are!).   Here Paul is urging that we learn not to obsess, not focus on what has gone before, or be so attuned to see the speck in our neighbor's eye we can't see the log in our own. It is hard to resist the temptation to keep score, becoming well attuned to the flaws of others, while conveniently oblivious to ones of our own.   

7)Love is glad, takes pleasure when truth prevails.   When something good happens, when what is right for the community occurs, when justice is served, love in that circumstance means not worrying a whole lot about who gets credit,  but being able to be thankful for what is positive.   


8)Love knows no limit to its endurance, no end to its trust, no fading of hope. It can outlast anything. Love is the one thing that lasts when all else disappears.  

What if we put those words on our bathroom mirror or refrigerator and began each day with the intention to put those qualities into action.  Love defined this way is tough stuff. No wonder it takes a lifetime to learn to love. 

All you need is love, the Beatles sang.  Really?  All you need is love?  True, but not the whole story from the Christian point of view.   Love is never some disembodied principle or practice we can work on in isolation from our fundamental commitment to love Christ.   Often the Bible connects the word "steadfast" to love.   For God's steadfast love endures forever, the Psalmist tells.  God's covenantal love, God's committed love is forever.   Love involves commitment as well as passion and feeling.   It is precisely the ability to pull off love as described in this chapter in our own strength apart from that commitment which is at issue. 

The love of which Paul talks cannot be disconnected from our commitment to God.  There is a symbiotic relationship between God's love dwelling in us and our ability to love.  I John puts it this way: "Love is from God, and everyone who loves is born of God…We love because God first loved us."


Often we see love as an abstract good to which we put our own content, but Scripture tells us God provides both the content of and the capacity for love.  Genuine love is self replenishing.  It is not as though we have a finite quantity which we have to parcel out carefully.  The more I love, the longer I love, the larger I become.  The more I seek the well being of others, the more my own spiritual growth is nurtured, the more love of Christ I have to offer.   


Love is one of those really "big" words in the gospel, so big, so comprehensive that its meaning may dissolve in mush.  God loved the world, yes, but those big ideas of the gospel which encompass the globe having a ways always of beginning small, with me.   A colleague tells of a friend who was asked to give a talk at his seminary on "peacemaking in an age of terrorism."  In his talk on peacemaking he chose to address the problem of gossip in the seminary, the way people wounded each other with clever words and sarcasm, the way scholars were envious of each other, spread untruth about one another's work.   Peacemaking means letting love take place in the crevices, in the nooks and crannies of real life.   But his talk disappointed them.  "You were supposed to talk about global peacemaking not petty issues like gossip," they complained after the talk. 

But I don't know.  Maybe he got it right.   Maybe he was asking, "How can we hope to love the brother and sister who we have not seen if we can't show love to our brother and sister across the table?"  How can be serious about bringing peace and justice to our world, if we can't show love to that person who irritates us sitting three rows ahead of us in church.   Learning to love in those daily encounters is undoubtedly where it all must begin.  Make no mistake.  It's hard work.  But where we love, God promises to be present. 
THANKS BE TO GOD WHO GIVES US THE VICTORY THROUGH JESUS CHRIST   
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