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“Learning to Love”
The Rev. Maren Sonstegard-Spray

1 Corinthians 13

If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. 
And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing. 
If I give away all my possessions, and if I hand over my body so that I may boast, but do not have love, I gain nothing. 

 Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. 
It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. 
It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. 

 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. 
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. 
And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love. 
Probably when you hear this text, you are also picturing a white dress and a wedding day and a happy moment in a young couple’s life, when they are reminded by a pastor that the gooey love they are experiencing at the moment will need to become self-sacrificing and forgiving and enduring.  
I can tell you for certain that this is not what Paul, the writer of this passage, had in mind when he wrote these words.  I can tell you that he was not talking about romantic love at all.  But that’s ok – this passage isn’t simply for a couple on their wedding day, it is for each of us and all of us.

Paul, if you remember from a couple sermons ago, had the transformative experience on the road to Damascus where he was headed to arrest Christians who had fled there.  
He encounters Jesus in a blinding flash of light, and he goes from chief Christian persecutor to chief Christian evangelist in an instant.  The passage we read this morning comes from a letter written to the church in Corinth, probably at least 17 years after Paul’s conversion.  So he has been busy in the meantime, planting churches, avoiding death, traveling all over.  In each place he stays for a while and instructs the fledgling converts.  He models the Christian life for them, he loves them, teaches them everything they need to know, and then he moves on, but stays in contact through the exchange of letters.  
Here’s the story on Corinth – and maybe you will find it as eerily familiar as I did.  
Corinth was in a plum location – close enough to waterways to become an economic hub but not so close as to be vulnerable.  It was a Greek city that enjoyed high Roman privilege.  It was known in Paul’s time, and for several hundred years afterward, as a city of high wealth and low culture (think of it as a place of hedge fund managers and reality TV), and a place notorious for the abuse of the poor by the wealthy.  Class differences were powerful, and even as new churches organized themselves, they had a hard time overcoming them.  Corinth was a melting pot, with travelers and business men from all over converging.  But those differences meant that Corinth became known for its partisan strife.

All of this was reflected in the church in Corinth.  There were a few wealthy members and many, many poor.  And we can tell from the names of people that Paul mentions in his letter that there were Romans (Fortunatus, Quartus, and Gaius), Greeks (Stephanas, Achaicus, and Erastus), Jews (Aquila and Prisca, Sosthenes, and Apollos), and many Gentiles.  And while their cultural backgrounds didn’t seem to divide them, their economic status did.  
And their understanding of their faith divided them.  Paul had come and taught them and left them – and a lot of confusion had arisen since then.  Some people still kept their household gods, their little idols.  They had fights about eating food sacrificed to other gods.  Some thought they should have nothing to do with “immoral” people and completely cut themselves off.  Some were siding with one teacher or another.  Some had placed immense weight on spiritual gifts, ranking them, giving more honor to certain gifts, with those with those gifts becoming arrogant and all others feeling inferior.  They began to judge a person’s faith based on the presence or absence of gifts, like a measuring stick.  

So with all that background we will return to the letter.  One important thing to know about Paul: he believes to the utmost that faith is lived in community – and how faithful people relate to one another determines their spiritual well-being.  That doesn’t mean that he doesn’t care about individuality – if you read chapter 12, the chapter that comes just before what we read today (and I would urge you to), you will see Paul describing how every person matters to the community, the body of Christ, whether they are an eye or an ear or a hand or a foot.  But he would say that faith is not about you, and you only, and your personal relationship to God.  
One commentator writes, “The individual is never simply or singly related to God.  If ‘faith’ is Paul’s code word for right relationship to God, then ‘love’ is Paul’s code word for right relationships to others.  
Love, the proper caring for one another, is the necessary expression of faith, the proper relating to God, because faith expresses itself in love.  
Caring for other believers, building them up, encouraging them, consoling and even warning them, are not options for believers; they are requirements of faith.  We can see this in 1 Corinthians because some of the believers there seem to have focused their attention on themselves and on God, and ignored, neglected, or disregarded others; and Paul simply can’t abide it.”  This commentator says that the whole letter is really a study of love.  But the passage that mentions it the most is the one we read today.

It begins with Paul saying, “If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal.”  And he is not just saying that because it sounds pretty – speaking in tongues was one of those gifts that people boasted about.  So in essence, he is saying, “you may have the biggest, flashiest gifts, but if your life, if your faith, isn’t characterized by compassion for others, it is worthless.”  And he gives example after example – saying all these things that you value are worthless without love.
What would be a modern equivalent?  If you go to church every Sunday, if you tithe ten percent, if you volunteer relentlessly, if you are good prayer, if you been on plenty of mission trips, if you go to youth group or young life or Bible study, and have not love, it is all worthless.  

Another important thing to know about Paul, is that while he cares about what we know and what we believe, he cares more that our lives look different because of what we know and believe.  
He tells us as a community that we must learn to love – but not according to our old definitions of love.  He gives us a new definition: “Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.”
Impossible?  Maybe.  Worth pursuing?  Absolutely.  
Learning to love like this is one of those milestones that we arrive at piecemeal over a lifetime – it is a milestone we are always pursuing because learning to love is the heart of Christianity – to love because God first loved us enough to send his son into the world.

C.S. Lewis writes long and hard about love in his book “The Four Loves” and at the end of it he comes to the love that he calls “Charity.”  And by charity he means exactly what Paul describes.  
This is the kind of love that all other loves need to be transformed into, and he writes that the invitation to do this “is never lacking.”  He writes that those invitations come in those “frictions and frustrations,” moments that meet all of us, the moments when loving people find it hard to love.  
And here are the examples he gives, “If only I had been more fortunate in my children I could have loved them perfectly,” “If only my husband were more considerate, less lazy,” “If only my wife had fewer moods and more sense, and were less extravagant,” “if my father wasn’t so infernally close-fisted and bossy.”  
But then he writes, “But in everyone, and of course in ourselves, there is that which requires forbearance, tolerance, forgiveness.”  And so, he writes, we must let God transform how we love.
When we look at Paul’s description of love, is that how we love?  
If we were to replace the word love with our own names, does it still ring true?  If not, we must learn to love better.  Far from being a warm, fuzzy wedding text, this is one of hardest passages – it holds a mirror up to our shortcomings and shows us where we need to grow.
In the movie Wit, Emma Thompson plays Vivian Bearing, a professor of English Literature renowned for her knowledge of John Donne’s poetry, and her extreme toughness as a teacher.  She has spent her whole life towards this end, shunning friends and family and love in favor of the library and books and work.  
Her former professor and mentor Evelyn urges her out into the world, but she declines.  Her intellect, her academic pursuits are everything to her.  And then at the height of her powers, she is diagnosed with stage IV ovarian cancer.  
As she grows more and more ill, she agrees to experimental treatments and discovers that her young doctor was once a student of hers.  He is brusque and with little compassion, seeing her as more as a guinea pig than a person.  She was hard and uncaring towards him as a teacher, and he is hard and uncaring as a doctor.   

There are just brief moments of kindness: a nurse who cares for her, rubbing lotion into her dry hands; her former professor Evelyn, her only visitor, who stops by and reads to her from the book “Runaway Bunny” about a mother’s relentless love for her child.  
And at the end of her life Vivian realizes, in her time of greatest need, that love and human compassion were of far greater importance than intellectual wit or academic honors.  And she regrets not having been kinder, more loving to people, because that was what mattered most.
And that is what Paul wants to make sure we don’t miss. Amen. 

