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           1 Corinthians 13:1-13, Luke 4:21-30

First Corinthians 13, the passage we sang at the start of our service and then read together, is probably one of the most-quoted Bible passages at weddings.  Paul describes love, the greatest of all spiritual gifts, with words and images that border on poetry.  How many people here have heard this passage read at a wedding?  How many of you had it read at your wedding?  Your first wedding or your second wedding?  

I’m sorry, but it’s kind of hard not to feel cynical when you keep hearing these words at weddings when so many marriages stumble and waver and so many fall apart.  I recently walked through the house of a couple I married this past summer—her second time, his third.  Sure enough, there was First Corinthians 13, in beautiful cursive, framed and hung over their kitchen table.  It just didn’t seem right to me.  Knowing what we know, can we really, in good faith declare that love never ends?  Can we in good faith say that love bears all things, love endures all things? 

In the name of full disclosure, I should say that this scripture touches a bit of a raw nerve for me because a little over 10 years ago, this scripture was read at the wedding of my younger brother, a wedding that I officiated at the church where I grew up.  This past fall, when I was visiting my family in Minnesota, my brother came over to tell us that he and his wife were splitting up.  We asked why, and we were prepared to hear a list of all the things they had been fighting about, all their points of disagreement.  But instead, with brutal honesty, as his eyes welled up with tears, my brother said simply, “I guess she’s just doesn’t love me anymore.”

Love bears all things, does it?  What would Paul say to my brother—my brother who chose Paul’s words to describe what he thought was possible for him on that incredibly happy June day.  What would Paul say to him ten years later?  What about you?  What about your broken heart?  What would Paul say to you? 

Well, maybe he’d explain that he was talking about a different kind of love—not romantic love, and not really even human love but rather the love we receive from God.  After all, this passage follows on a chapter devoted entirely to discussing the importance of different spiritual gifts.  Following this theme, Paul is talking about Love that is a gift from God—not something we generate from within ourselves, but rather something we receive from outside of ourselves.  Maybe Paul would give my brother a little lecture on the different words for love in Greek and the different meanings of “eros” “filos” and “agape”.  Maybe he would tell my brother as gently but as firmly as he could that God doesn’t love the way we love.

I highly doubt, however, that my brother would find a talk with Paul very comforting.   Why hold up an ideal if no one can actually achieve it in an actual relationship?  When you’re really hurting because of a rupture in your personal relationships, does it help at all to be reminded that God loves better than you do?  No matter how beautifully a person talks about “agape” isn’t it really “eros” and “filos” that matter to us?  In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if my brother wanted to push Paul off of a cliff after an explanation like that.

Which is, by the way, exactly what happens in the puzzling story we read today from the Gospel of Luke.  This reading is the second half of the story of Jesus’ first sermon, his “mission statement” declaration, which we read last week.  He stands up in his hometown synagogue and reads from the prophet Isaiah, declaring that the prophets’ words about bringing good news to the poor, release to the captives, recovery of sight to the blind and letting the oppressed go free had all been fulfilled in their hearing.  People are amazed to hear him say this, but they aren’t angry—at least not at first.  In fact, the text notes that “all spoke well of him” after Jesus said these things.  

But Jesus just can’t quit while he’s ahead.  He hears someone call him “Joseph’s son” and he’s suddenly on the defensive.  Predicting that they will expect special treatment since they are his relatives, his people, the ones who knew him and helped him when he was a kid, he proclaims, “No prophet is accepted in the prophet’s home town.”  He reminds them of two stories from scripture, stories they would have known well.  In each story, it’s the stranger, the foreigner, the alien who benefits from a miracle, not the prophet’s own people.  Think you’ll get special treatment, just because you know my father?  Think I love you more because you’re my family?  Think again, Jesus says.  That might be how human love works, but I’m dealing with something different here.  I’m distributing the Love of God—and it isn’t like eros or filos, it isn’t love like you feel, love like you show.  The Love of God shows NO preference for one person over the other.  It is completely impartial.  

How does his family, how do the people of his hometown react to this?  Well, they try to throw Jesus off a cliff, of course.  I for one appreciate their honesty.  I appreciate the fact that they don’t play nice and pretend that they don’t expect any special treatment.  They don’t pretend that they are fine with this equal-opportunity love of God.  They’re reaction is, I’m sure, gut human instinct.  But unfortunately, by reacting as they do, they never get a chance to hear the rest of the story.  They only got to hear about what they had wrong—what they didn’t understand about the love of God.  They never give Jesus the chance to trace the path from their own sputtering attempts to love him and love each other towards something that is more like the kind of love God gives out.

So, we have to be a bit more patient than that crowd was.  We need to hear Jesus say what God’s love is NOT, but then we have to keep reading, keep listening to Jesus, keep watching him, keeping listening and watching to those who have become his disciples.  And if we hang in there with Jesus, we’ll find that he doesn’t just show us what God’s love is NOT.  He also shows us what God’s love IS.  As it turns out, it’s not some lofty ideal.  It’s not some unattainable standard.  It’s not aloof and detached from the betrayals and disappointments of real human life, real human relationships.  Jesus shows us, through his healing and feeding, through his death and resurrection, that God’s love aches and breaks just like ours.  It flows in and around the most difficult human circumstances, through deep pain and suffering and loss.  But it cannot be blocked by any barrier, even by death itself.  It can’t be held as a special privilege, but neither can it be held by human failure.

Here’s one way to imagine it—an image of my own, not one from Jesus or Paul:  Our human love is like a stream of water.  Sometimes it flows along easily, sometimes it’s a rushing torrent, and sometimes it dries up altogether.  But beneath us their lies a massive, underground reservoir, filled with clear, clean water.  At times, that reservoir bubbles up to the surface, through a crack that we might not have even noticed.  At other times, we might have to drill down to access it and clear out some rock and debris to keep our stream flowing smoothly.  And there may be times when we just can’t figure out how to get there.  We can access that reservoir no matter how hard we try.  There are times when we just have to be patient and wait.

But love is reborn, time and time again.  Often, when we least expect it.  For many of us, that is the strongest, personal experience of resurrection that we’ll ever get in this life.  Just when we have given up, just when we’ve sealed the tomb and buried forever our ability to love and be loved, God rolls the stone away and love lives again.

God doesn’t love the way we love.  That doesn’t mean that we should give up on human love—quite the opposite.  It means that we can stand up and affirm it, even for the second or third or twentieth time.  It means we can promise it, even with full knowledge of our human failings.  It means that we can embrace it, even when offered less than perfectly from less than perfect people.  
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