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Spoken Benediction 
Sending Hymn: "O Power of Love"  HWB # 593

1 CORINTHIANS 13
1 If I speak with human eloquence and angelic ecstasy but don’t love, I’m nothing but the creaking of a rusty gate.  2 If I speak God’s Word with power, revealing all his mysteries and making everything plain as day, and if I have faith that says to a mountain, “Jump,” and it jumps, but I don’t love, I’m nothing.

3-7 If I give everything I own to the poor and even go to the stake to be burned as a martyr, but I don’t love, I’ve gotten nowhere. So, no matter what I say, what I believe, and what I do, I’m bankrupt without love.

Love never gives up.

Love cares more for others than for self.

Love doesn’t want what it doesn’t have.

Love doesn’t strut,

Doesn’t have a swelled head,

Doesn’t force itself on others,

Isn’t always “me first,”

Doesn’t fly off the handle,

Doesn’t keep score of the sins of others,

Doesn’t revel when others grovel,

Takes pleasure in the flowering of truth,

Puts up with anything,

Trusts God always,

Always looks for the best,

Never looks back,

But keeps going to the end.

8-10 Love never dies. Inspired speech will be over some day; praying in tongues will end; understanding will reach its limit. We know only a portion of the truth, and what we say about God is always incomplete. But when the Complete arrives, our incompletes will be canceled.

11 When I was an infant at my mother’s breast, I gurgled and cooed like any infant. When I grew up, I left those infant ways for good.

12 We don’t yet see things clearly. We’re squinting in a fog, peering through a mist. But it won’t be long before the weather clears and the sun shines bright! We’ll see it all then, see it all as clearly as God sees us, knowing him directly just as he knows us!

13 But for right now, until that completeness, we have three things to do to lead us toward that consummation: Trust steadily in God, hope unswervingly, love extravagantly. And the best of the three is love.
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This is the time of the year we have often had a pulpit exchange with St. Martin’s United Church.  Somewhere around the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, which we just finished, leadership of our two congregations have sought in someway to practice unity and not just talk about it or pray about it.  Alas, both St. Martin’s and Nutana have shuttered their doors for Sunday morning worship.  We have, though, intentions of doing the pulpit exchange once Omicron abates, and we have intentions for a joint service in a park sometime in summer.  It is important for us that we take actions fostering unity among the various denominations of Christ’s body, not just talk about it.  And the scripture text from 1st Corinthians underscores this sentiment.
Love is a verb.  “In almost all English translations, the characteristics of love in the list in 1st Corinthians 13 are in the form of adjectives (love is patient, love is kind).  In Greek, though, they are verbs.  This means that Paul was not describing qualities of love but rather actions of love—not “how love looks,” but “how love behaves”…Among English translations, the best equivalent to the verbal structure is found in The Message”
 authored by Eugene Peterson, from which Edna earlier read.
We often hear 1st Corinthians 13 used in the setting of marriage-- both “in wedding services and in other reflections on the nature of marital love.  Although it is profitable for such an application, we understand Paul’s words better if we recall their context in the midst of a congregational debate where mutual respect was lacking and spiritual pride predominated”.
  My sermon plan for this morning is to intersperse biblical and sociological nuggets with thoughts about how we might live 1st Corinthians 13.  We begin in Corinth.
Corinth
Ancient Corinth sat on a narrow isthmus which connected islands…to the Greek mainland.  They had a significant harbour.  These two factors made Corinth a prime commercial hub more inclined to trade than war.  The economic opportunities attracted emigrants looking for work, entrepreneurial business men and women, and merchant mariners.   The wealth of residents, transplanted from all parts of the Mediterranean, led to a highly sensual lifestyle—orgies of food, drink and sex were not uncommon.  Even by pagan standards Corinth was reckless.  “Their immoral life gave rise and meaning to a verb—“to corinthianize”.

Corinth’s reputation for wealth without [responsibility] and abuse of the poor by the wealthy was so also a part of the church scene.  Paul “objects when the Corinthian Christians use their worldly power and status to get their way in the community of believers.  He severely chides the wealthy Corinthians for having taken poorer believers to court in order to have their own way (ch 6) and for abusing their power as hosts at the Lord’s Supper (11:17-34)”.
   Given this background the words of Paul in 1st Corinthians 13 are even more striking.
Love in our homes and in our families
One resource I have come to value is a book called The Five Love Languages.
  Words of Affirmation.  Acts of Service.  Offering and Receiving Gifts.  Quality Time.  Physical Touch.  According to author Gary Chapman most of us are drawn to expressing our love and feeling cared for primarily out of one of those avenues.  We all have a love tank, and it is part of our care for those closest to us to keep that tank as full as possible.  The challenge is discerning those actions which will communicate to those around us that they are loved.
       I am a person who is drawn to “acts of service”.   In my world, talk is cheap.  If you want to demonstrate care and love for me, show me don’t tell me.  In the great domestic dividing up of household tasks I am the one to shovel the walks.  One wintery day not that long ago I arrived back at the house to find the sidewalk shoveled.  I climbed out of my vehicle and I stared at the cleared path.  How did this come to be, I wondered.  It was an act of service.  And you know something, I felt loved.  I walked into the house with a smile.  I think I was a better human that evening because someone had made a deposit in my love tank.  
Chapman concludes each of his chapters with concrete suggestions on ways one can demonstrate words of affirmation, acts of service, giving and receiving gifts, quality time and physical touch.  The types of things in the Acts of Service chapter include some of the following:    
· consider serving someone (or something) your partner loves:  an older relative, caring attentively for pet, a favorite cause.    

· Print note cards with the following: “today I will show my love for you by picking up the clutter, taking clothes to the thrift store, dish washing, etc…

The book itself has given Patty and me a language to tend our relationship.  It has permitted us to clarify what some of those things are which make us feel cared for.   
The text this morning is rich, so I want to go back there.   
Paul does not exempt himself from the measuring rod of what love looks like in action.   All of 1st Corinthians chapter 9 details Paul’s credentials as an Apostle and his steady encouragement has been to imitate him.  “In 13:1-3 Paul presents himself once again as a model, but this time as a negative exemplar, as one who, though so very gifted, if lacking love, would be of no worth, no value.  This rhetorical device…allows Paul to lay out some stern warnings to his [audience] without risk of unduly offending them and with the added advantage that his application to himself allows, even subtly commends, that others apply the same test to themselves.  The [audience] can hear much more forceful and blunt criticism of themselves precisely because it is Paul’s critique of himself.”

Love among our denominations
I think this is helpful as we consider our own efforts to be loving denominations.  I was of the generation shaped by Rudy Wiebe’s book Peace Shall Destroy Many.   How is it that a denomination founded upon and committed to the Peace of Christ might find itself acting in very coercive and violent ways to its own people??   I do not think shame is the way forward on this one.  Rudy’s treatment of the topic fits hand in glove with 1st Corinthians 13:1-3.   Like Paul, our denominations also fall short.  Sometimes admitting our shortcomings is an effective way to not only affirm our denominational gifts, but that we really are called to live them.
Harry Huebner offers a helpful perspective on the challenges of living into the qualities of love which we find in 1st Corinthians 13.  “To suggest that it is possible to train yourself in a virtue yet not apply it to any specific situation…is simply to misunderstood what a virtue is.  I remind the reader that a virtue is a habit that makes a person good.  Habits, like virtues, are meaningless apart from specific actions.  You cannot possess the virtue of love without habitually acting lovingly.  And you cannot posses the virtue of honesty without habitually telling the truth.  A virtue is not a mere intention”.

Within our Christian circles our capacity for demonstrating kindness and patience is fostered by our dwelling in God.   Our Christian story is that we have been created good be a generous God.   God loves us not for the things we do, but because we are.   Remembering this unconditional love of God in Christ invites to love ourselves which in turn strengthens our practice of love throughout the day.   Every morning we benefit from looking in the mirror and telling ourselves that we are beautiful and loved.  Denominational practices help in this endeavor.
Denominations of the Church have preserved and cultivated various disciplines which remind us that God is love and that we are loved.  Mennonites have a rich hymnody and uphold a nonviolent atonement and emphasize the imitation of Christ.  Other traditions uphold the centrality of the bread and cup of communion.  Still others employ the use of icons.  Some traditions weekly and daily recite the Lord’s Prayer and prayers of confession.  We have much to gain from ecumenical and interfaith conversations, and we have much to offer.  Doing so with the humility found in 1st Cor 13:1-3 is a good model. 
Love in our world
It has been a busy week in the world.  Last Sunday Robert Kennedy Jr made an unfortunate comparison of people opposing vaccinations facing persecution on par with or worse than the holocaust.  This is particularly egregious given that the International Day of Remembering the Holocaust was this past Thursday.  And of course, we had the trucker caravan roll through our Province many of whom were spouting caustic rhetoric.  In light of all this I found myself drawn to positive role models that affirm love in action.  Etty Hillsum was one such person.   I will conclude my sermon with her story.
Etty was a young Jewish woman who lived in Amsterdam during the Nazi occupation and who died as one of the millions of victims of the Holocaust.  This obscurity is in contrast with her well-documented internal life…Etty consecrated herself to an ambitious task.  In the face of her impending death, she endeavored to bear witness to the…power of love and to reconcile her keen sensitivity to human suffering with her appreciation for the beauty and meaning of existence…in the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary. Here is a section from her journal,
God take me by Your hand, I shall follow You faithfully, and not resist too much, I shall evade none of the tempests life has in store for me, I shall try to face it all as best as I can… I shall try to spread some of my warmth, of my genuine love for others wherever I go…. I sometimes imagine that I long for the seclusion of a nunnery.  But I know that I must seek you amongst people, out in the world, And that is what I shall do…I vow to live my life out there to the full
Etty worked as a typist for the Jewish Council, a job that delayed her deportation to the transit camp at Westbrook.  Eventually she renounced this privilege and volunteered to accompany her fellow Jews to the camp.  She did not wish to be spared the suffering of the masses…It was not a vocation to suffering as such.  It was a vocation to redeem the suffering of humanity from within by safeg-guarding “that little piece of God, in ourselves”.  Another quote from her journal
I know that a kinder day will come.  I would so much like to live on, if only to express all the love I carry within me.  And there is only one way preparing the new age, by living it even now in our hearts.

 We can make choices every day to prepare that new age by breathing in the calm of God and exhaling the wounds we carry.  We prepare that new age by demonstrating kindness and patience.  We prepare that new age making meaning from hard experiences we endure.   May it be so.   Amen. 

Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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