
I remember interviewing for an internship position while still in seminary, seated across a table from a very intense, thoughtful, commanding senior pastor.  He was the kind of guy who projected the sense of having it all figured out, which never fails to make me completely nervous.  He finally asked me the type of interview question that always throws me off-guard: he asked me an either/or question.  “If we are supposed to speak the truth in love,” he asked, “what do you think is more important: truth or love?”  Now, I thought the point of the whole speaking truth in love thing was to have both, but he told me I could only pick one, so I picked love.  By the look on his face, I had clearly chosen poorly.

We like to be either/or in this world.  Good or bad.  Dark or light.  Left or right.  But sometimes those things aren’t so clear-cut.  Sinner or saint.  One or three.  Ordinary or extraordinary.  Truth or love.  One of the things I most treasure about Lutheran theology in particular is its ability to hold things in tension.  We’re less about either/or, and more about both/and.  Which is why we’re not sinners or saints, but both.  God is not one or three, but both.  And most thankfully, it is never just truth or just love, but both.  When we speak, we are called to speak the truth in love, and to do so boldly.


In today’s gospel Jesus declares to those gathered in the synagogue, “I tell you the truth,” and eventually he gets chased off a cliff for that truth.  Those listening were only listening for the truth in his teaching.  And he does lay the truth on pretty heavily: the truth is that those chosen people, gathered to hear their scriptures taught, were reminded of all the times in their history that God had chosen the outsider, the foreigner, the unclean one.  
This was an uncomfortable bit of truth for them – perhaps they weren’t the most important people in the world.  But there was love in Jesus’ teaching, as well: if God can love the least, the last, the lost, then surely God can love even you.  Instead, they heard only the truth – they weren’t the most important people in the world – and they became furious, driving home Jesus’ warning about no prophet being welcome in his home town.  We can’t be too hard on them, though.  We react that way to much of what Jesus says, too – we’re more likely to latch on to what confirms what we already believe, or makes us look good, and more likely to reject that which welcomes the other into our midst.  Sometimes the things Jesus says makes us want to run him off a cliff, too.  But we can’t just hear the truth – we also have to hear the love.
And then there’s Paul in our other lesson today, and he’s all about love.  Paul writes, “Love does not delight in evil, but rejoices with the truth,” and the truth is that we end up hearing this passage in every wedding we’ve ever been to.  It is so easy to hear these words as just words of love.  Happy, sweet, mushy, sickening, delightful love.  And it gets ugly pretty fast, doesn’t it?  These words get pretty trite and pretty cliché pretty quick.
But listen, friends.  This isn’t just love.  There is truth in this love.  For love to be love, it must be coupled with the truth of patience, kindness, total lack of guile, politeness, graciousness, forgiveness, and complete unfailing faith.  There are a lot of parameters on this love.  This isn’t just love that is pretty – this is love that stands for something, means something, never, ever fails.  This is love with truth. Love without truth is just a Valentines Day sentiment, all smoke and mirrors.  Love – real love – reveals, lives in, and survives on truth.

This both/and of truth and love defines what we do and who we are as followers of Jesus.  Just as we have heard today, we are called to let our light shine.  These young people have told us about the lives of service they feel called to leave, and the incredible, loving things they are able to do while proclaiming in the truth of Christ in their lives.  We too are called to live lives that declare Christ in our lives, in both our words and our actions.  In all we say and do, we are invited to a life where truth and love stand side-by-side. 
 Jesus invites us into a life that is more than painful judgment, more than syrupy sentiment, but rich with the fullness of abundant, earnest, caring life in relationship with God and the other.  This is something more than we could ever be alone – it is who we are because we have been called by Christ and filled with the Spirit, letting our light shine for the God who created us.  For a life lived with both truth and love, thanks be to God.
