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“What matters most”
1 Corinthians 13:1-13 & Luke 4:21-30
“Love, love, love, love, Christians this is your call.  Love your neighbor as yourself for God is love.”  I remember those words from days spent with college friends on Friday nights.  They were the lyrics to a simple song that we would sing in three rounds.

Singing the song reminded me of what I had already come to believe years earlier in my own life – God is love.  Over the last several days it’s occurred to me that while we may believe that love is the source of healing and comfort, it is also the source of much of our pain and suffering.

Our readings from The First Letter of Paul to the Corinthians and The Gospel According to Luke provides us with the contrast of love as a source of healing and comfort and as a source of pain and suffering.  Our reading from the thirteenth chapter of Paul’s letter to the church in Corinth is a familiar reading about what love is and about what love is not.
Corinth was a major city located near the isthmus between mainland Greece and Peloponnesus.  Those who were members of the church in Corinth included Jews and Gentiles.  Greek was the language they shared in common and Greek was the language in which Paul wrote.

In his writings Paul had several Greek words to choose from for the word “love.”  Philia was the word that denoted love of family or friend or even an idea.  It is a word which describes a fondness or kinship in which its return is expected.  But Paul does not use this word.
Neither does he use the word eros, from which we derive the English word “erotic.”  Eros is the word that described love where physical attraction and emotional bonding go hand in hand.  It is often used in reference to a love whose aim is to take possession of its object for the sake of self-satisfaction.

Paul uses a third word – agape.  It is a word that appears not only in Paul’s writings but in about 90% of all of the writings that occur in the New Testament.  Agape is the word that connotes a love where the concern is not only for self but for others.
The concern is not for what is expected in return or for the sake of self-satisfaction, but for another.  It is a love that seeks the good for another.

I began by saying that love is the source of our pain and suffering and if there is any doubt about what that may mean we need only to consider the Greek words philia and eros.  We can speak of our love of family and friend or our love of someone we are drawn to physically and emotionally and yet we know of the pain and suffering that comes when such love disappoints.  Our experiences of betrayal, mistrust, jealousy, bitterness, and estrangement all remind us of this reality.
The Greek word agape describes the fundamental example of the love of God revealed to us in Jesus Christ.  It is a love filled with grace and mercy and one with which we are held by God.  It is undeserved.  It is a love which sought our good in spite of the great cost to God.

It is a love which sought our good in spite of the great cost to God.  It is a love which sought our good in spite of the great cost to God.

We can speak of God’s love and suppose that it is a love that brings healing and comfort in a way that there is no more pain and suffering, but if we did that we would profoundly diminish its transformative power.  God’s love brings healing and comfort then in the midst of pain and suffering.  

I believe that such an understanding of God’s love will help us make certain that we do not reduce love to romance, sentiment, emotions, or even our own piety.  Paul did not write his letter to the church in Corinth in order to get everyone feeling good about themselves.
He was writing about the need “for mutual concern and consideration within the community of the church, with special reference to the use of spiritual gifts . . . ”  (First Corinthians – Interpretation:  A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching, Richard B. Hays, John Know Press, 1977, pages 231-233).   The passage is Paul’s impassioned vision of the “more excellent way” in which members of the church in Corinth should treat one another.  (Op. cit.)   It is a vision of what makes life possible within the Christian community; of what it means for the church to live as the Body of Christ.
But Paul’s vision is not limited to the church in Corinth.  It is a vision for us here in Mäkena and in the churches from which many of you have come.  We may all ask ourselves the question:  How do our own actions and relationships within our community express or fail to express our love for one another?

Our reading from The Gospel According to Luke provides us with a glimpse of why we may sometimes fail in our love not only for one another, but for others outside the church.  The first verse of today’s reading overlaps the final verse of last week’s reading and shows that the two are clearly linked.  Everything in written in the preceding text (Luke 4:14-21) is positive, but the whole tone of the text makes a radical shift in our reading today.

At first the response to Jesus’ reading and interpretation was very positive.  “All spoke well of him and were amazed at the gracious words that came from his mouth” (Luke 4:22).  One of their own - the son of Joseph and Mary - was reading and interpreting Scripture in their synagogue.  

Yet we know from the reading that Jesus knew the response of some townspeople demonstrated their limited and exclusive understanding of not only his words but the words of Isaiah.  It was clear that for them the words of good news and liberty were for their own people – not for others.

Jesus knew that some would throw his words back in his face.  They seemed to resent the good that he had done in another town among those who were not of their own faith.  Many wanted him to pay attention to them, not to others.
Like the prophets of old Jesus is rejected by his own people because he dared to point to the ways in which God’s love is inclusive of all.  He reminds them of how Elijah met the needs of the Sidonese widow at Zarephath (1 Kings 17:8-24) and how Elisha helped heal the Syrian warrior Naaman (2 Kings 5:1-14), even though Sidon and Syria were long considered enemies of Israel.  

Isaiah’s words about good news and release and liberty were not only for Jesus’ own people.  They were for all people, including their enemies. (Luke 6:27)

When Jesus pointed to God at work for good among their enemies, he evoked a level of rage among some that caused them to drive him out of town and attempt to hurl him off a cliff.  We know from current events what good Jesus would accomplish if he were to point to God at work for good among our enemies today.  
The writer Thomas Carlyle said:  “If Jesus were to come today, people would crucify him.  They would ask him to dinner, hear what he had to say, and make fun of him.”  (The Seventh Trumpet:  The Good News Proclaimed, Mark Link, Argus Communications, Niles, Illinois, 1978, pages 70-71). 
We know that Jesus’ words of challenge to those who excluded others long ago met with violent rejection.  But we also know that many others received Jesus’ words warmly, especially those who had long been excluded and treated as outcasts.    
Carlyle may be right in pointing out that many would not hesitate to crucify Jesus today if he dared to quote the prophet Isaiah once more.  But I would point out that it’s also likely many would take his words to heart, especially those in our own day and time who feel excluded and treated as outcasts by the church.

How would we respond to Jesus’ words of challenge within the context of our churches today?  Would we violently reject others, thinking that Paul’s more excellent way of love was intended only for the synagogue, only for the church?  Or would we hear Jesus’ words of challenge that would enable us to comprehend more fully that God’s love has and always will be concerned not for only self but for others?

Over two thousand years have come and gone and it seems very little has changed in the church.  When asked why that is so, a high school boy volunteered his answer:  “Why don’t I take Jesus’ words more seriously?   I guess because if I did, most of my friends would reject me, just as many of Jesus’ friends rejected him.  And I guess I couldn’t take that just now.”  (Op. cit.)

We may want to excuse the young boy by suggesting that he is simply going through the struggles of being an adolescent when acceptance and rejection are the rule of the day.  But that would be too easy.  The truth is most of us are not unlike the young boy.  We worry about what others think, about what others say, about what others may do. 

And just when all this talk of love and acceptance may begin to feel too much for any of us to bear, Paul reminds us about what matters most.  “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.”  (1 Corinthians 13:11-13)
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