Perfect Love
1Corinthians 3:10-23

Matthew 5:38-48

Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ

How is it for you to come to church today and be told, “Be perfect”?   
It’s a startling word to hear from Jesus considering that we gather as church because we’re not perfect.  When we come together we confess our sins, our imperfection, how we fall short, right?  Yet Jesus says, “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matthew 5:48NRSV).  It’s a challenging message because Jesus uses that word, “perfect,” a word we think we already know because the pressure to “be perfect” is everywhere in our lives.  There’s the pressure to have the perfect job; the perfect marriage; the perfect friends; the perfect family; the perfect retirement; the perfect home; the perfect school; the perfect grades; the perfect performance; perfect health; the perfect life…  
There’s no such thing as perfect, we tell ourselves.  There is better, and there is worse.  But we are still enticed, frustrated, and disappointed by an impossible ideal—called “perfect.”  When Jesus speaks of being perfect then, is he talking about an impossible ideal that entices, frustrates, and disappoints us? 
“Be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matthew 5:48NRSV).  Take a look at that again.  Jesus cannot talk about being perfect without referring to his heavenly Father.  “Being perfect” is not a measure of our own achievements, our own possessions, or our own performance.  According to Jesus, “being perfect” is a description of God, the heavenly Father: “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”  God the heavenly Father is the standard for being perfect.  And everything that Jesus teaches his followers provides a glimpse into the heart of his heavenly Father, even the hard teachings about loving your enemies and praying for those who persecute you.  In the words of Lutheran theologian and ethicist, Gilbert Meilaender, rather than hear Jesus’ words as “harsh and strange commands,” “we can perhaps hear them […] as a reflection of the divine glory that has entered our world at Bethlehem” (Meilaender, 61).  

If Jesus’ words reflect the divine glory, then “being perfect” isn’t a measure of our own achievements, our own possessions, or our own performance.  “Perfect” describes the heavenly Father’s love, the kind of love to be reflected by Jesus’ followers.  “Perfect” is the word Jesus uses to describe the way we are to love.  When you consider that Jesus talks about a love that doesn’t resist evil—that turns the other cheek, gives away the cloak as well, loves enemies, and prays for persecutors—you see that it’s a shocking kind of love, really.  Not what you and I would think it means to “be perfect.”
You’d think a friendship or marriage or family relationship in which people love each other mutually—where the love flows both ways—would be closer to “perfect love.”  After all, those kinds of relationships are so important to us.  We need the support of people who love us, and God richly blesses those relationships.  But because Jesus knows the heart of his heavenly Father, Jesus’ teaching on love doesn’t stop there.  Perfect love doesn’t stop there: “For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have?  Do not even the tax collectors do the same?  And if you greet only your brothers and sisters, what more are you doing than others?  Do not even the Gentiles do the same?” (Matthew 5:46-47NRSV).
You are not only to love others when it’s safe to, when they give you what you want, when they return your love.  Loving only then doesn’t reflect the Father’s perfect love.  Loving only when we feel it’s safe for us reveals our unwillingness to be vulnerable and our desire to defend ourselves, rather than serve the needs of our neighbors—whoever they are.  

Indeed for us, the hardest part about reflecting the Father’s perfect love is our problem with how God loves in the first place.  As Jesus says, “[your Father in heaven] makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous” (Matthew 5:45NRSV).  The Father’s perfect love offends us.  For out of love that knows no bounds, God gives sunlight and rain to the evil and the good, the righteous and the unrighteous: which doesn’t seem right when you’re the one being wronged and getting hurt by others.  God is not giving the evildoers what they deserve, what they should have coming to them.

Although, speaking for ourselves, we sure hope it’s different.  Speaking for ourselves, we much prefer the Father’s perfect love to God simply giving us what we deserve, an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.  Wouldn’t we rather have a heavenly Father who loves perfectly?  Wouldn’t we rather the heavenly Father finally call us his children, not evildoers or enemies?  
How about all the times we strike our neighbor’s cheek through our unkind words and actions; the times we look to ourselves rather than the needs of others; the times we pray only for those who give us what we want; the times we refuse to become vulnerable and serve the people God loves?  Wouldn’t we rather have a heavenly Father who loves perfectly, who pursues us all the way to the cross, and insists on us being his children—even then?  
Jesus reveals that you do have a heavenly Father who loves you perfectly and calls you his children.  He calls us his children because, as the apostle Paul writes in his letter to the Corinthian Christians, “you belong to Christ, and Christ belongs to God” (1Corinthians 3:23NRSV).  The perfect love of the Father doesn’t stop there though.  As the apostle Paul reminds the Corinthian Christians and us, you are also God’s temple and God’s Spirit dwells in you (1Corinthians 3:16NRSV).  God’s Spirit dwells in you.  God’s Spirit of perfect love dwells in you.  God’s perfect love not only forgives and accepts us but commits to perfecting us (Meilaender, 63), so that we too may love others more like our heavenly Father loves us.

Who are the evildoers, enemies, and persecutors in our lives?  May God’s Spirit of love dwelling in us also commit us to serve them and pray for them.  May we reflect to them—through what we say and what we do—the perfect love the Father has shown us.  And may the Holy Spirit empower us to love as described in a prayer associated with St. Francis of Assisi: 
“…where there is hatred, let me sow love; where there is injury, pardon; where there is doubt, faith; where there is despair, hope; where there is darkness, light; and where there is sadness, joy. […]  Grant that I may not so much seek to be consoled as to console; to be understood, as to understand; to be loved, as to love…”  

Thanks be to God our heavenly Father, whose love is truly perfect.  And praise to the Holy Spirit who enables us to share that love with others.  Amen.
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