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Jeremiah 1:4-10 

    Now the word of the Lord came to me saying, [5] “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, and before you were born I consecrated you; I appointed you a prophet to the nations.” [6] Then I said, “Ah, Lord God! Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a boy.” [7] But the Lord said to me, “Do not say, ‘I am only a boy’; for you shall go to all to whom I send you, and you shall speak whatever I command you, [8] Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you to deliver you, says the Lord.”  [9] Then the Lord put out his hand and touched my mouth; and the Lord said to me, “Now I have put my words in your mouth.  [10] See, today I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms, to pluck up and to pull down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant.” 

1 Corinthians 13:1-13 

    If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. [2] And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing. [3] If I give away all my possessions, and if I hand over my body so that I may boast, but do not have love, I gain nothing. 

    [4] Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant [5] or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; [6] it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. [7] It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. 

    [8] Love never ends. But as for prophecies, they will come to an end; as for tongues, they will cease; as for knowledge, it will come to an end. [9] For we know only in part, and we prophesy only in part; [10] but when the complete comes, the partial will come to an end. [11] 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. [12] 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. [13] And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love. 

Luke 4:21-30 

    Then [Jesus] began to say to them, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” [22] All spoke well of him and were amazed at the gracious words that came from his mouth. They said, “Is not this Joseph’s son?” [23] He said to them, “Doubtless you will quote to me this proverb, ‘Doctor, cure yourself!’ And you will say, ‘Do here also in your hometown the things that we have heard you did at Capernaum.’”  [24] And he said, “Truly I tell you, no prophet is accepted in the prophet’s hometown. [25] But the truth is, there were many widows in Israel in the time of Elijah, when the heaven was shut up three years and six months, and there was a severe famine over all the land; [26] yet Elijah was sent to none of them except to a widow at Zarephath in Sidon. [27] There were also many lepers in Israel in the time of the prophet Elisha, and none of them was cleansed except Naaman the Syrian.” [28] When they heard this, all in the synagogue were filled with rage. [29] They got up, drove him out of the town, and led him to the brow of the hill on which their town was built, so that they might hurl him off the cliff. [30] But he passed through the midst of them and went on his way. 

More Than a Feeling

Today’s second reading, Paul’s famous love chapter from first Corinthians, might seem a bit out of place this morning, since we are not celebrating a wedding, and, heck, Valentine’s Day is more than two weeks away.  Why, then, are we entertaining such talk of romantic love on a common, ordinary Sunday like today?  Maybe because that’s not what Paul is talking about.  The love of which Paul so eloquently writes is not the love of soap operas and Hallmark cards, the kind of love which makes your palms sweat and your heart beat fast, the kind of love that happens when the “chemistry” is right but which all too quickly fades into the stuff of daytime talk shows and late night movies.  No, the kind of love that inspired Paul to write such beautiful words to the church in Corinth is not a love rooted in romantic attraction, nor is it caught up in the changing tides of our emotions.  It is a love that comes from the heart of God, a divine love, a perfect love, a love that is pure and simple and unwavering.

This love is the greatest of all the gifts, the one that makes all the other gifts of the Spirit meaningful and possible, the one thing that finally makes us human, and yet it is one of the most difficult aspects of life to explain or understand.  Paul connects love to faith and hope in this chapter, and they are similar in that they are hard to measure.  I remember a scene from the movie Contact from a few years back, in which there was a debate between the two main characters about the existence of God.  The scientist was firm in her insistence on only believing in things that could be proved within the bounds of scientific reason, and the theologian challenged her by asking, “Did you love your father?”  When she replied, “Yes, of course,” he countered, “Prove it.” 


Faith, hope, and love are connected in other ways, as well. Not only do they exist in the absence of scientific proof, they often persist despite all evidence to the contrary.  As the writer of Hebrews later puts it, “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.”  In other words, if everything could be scientifically proved, beyond the shadow of a doubt, there would be no need for faith, hope, or love at all.


And yet, despite the connection and interdependence, Paul places some distance between them, concluding his treatise with these now famous words, “And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love.”  Even though we are all familiar with these words, I wonder how many of us agree with them.  If someone were to ask us what the single most important attribute of the Christian life was, I would guess that most of us would answer “faith.”  It is by having faith in God and trusting in his promises that is love is opened up for us.  After all, it’s what we believe that makes us Christians, isn’t it?  Or if someone were to ask us why we are believers, we might reply that it’s because we want to have hope for the future.  We believe that God is ultimately in control, and we hope that we will someday enjoy the fullness of his kingdom, if not here on earth then someday in his heavenly home. It is faith and hope that allow us to go on even when our lives become difficult, for we trust that God has not forgotten us, and we hope that eventually our suffering will end.

And yet, I would agree with Paul that love is greater than all that.  For while faith and hope allow us to endure the present as we wait for the future, love calls us to accept and embrace the present regardless of what the future may bring. This can be quite challenging, especially when our present is filled with so many things we don’t understand or are not very fond of. Many of us deal with physical pain, which only seems to increase with each passing year. Many of us feel trapped in unfulfilling jobs or unsatisfying relationships. Many of us have had to face the painful loss of loved ones, or deal directly with the tragedy of human violence and destruction. Many of us are filled with uncertainty about tomorrow, and uneasiness about today. It is one thing to ask us to believe in a loving God despite all this, it is another thing to ask us to have hope for the future in the midst of all this, and it is another thing entirely to ask us to love the God that has made it all. How can we love a God who allows such evil and suffering to take place? How can we love a God whom we cannot understand? How can we love a God who lets us die? Because, my brothers and sisters, if we cannot love this unfathomable and unsearchable God, we cannot truly have a relationship with him.  We can believe he exists, we can hope that things will get better, but until we love God, we will never know God, and we will never be able to experience the fullness of life that he intends for us.

And the only way I know that we can come to love God is by accepting and embracing the fact that we are first loved by him. Through all our imperfections and inabilities, through all our doubts and confusion, through all our mixed emotions and conflicting experiences, God’s love breaks through, and it makes all the difference.  God comes to us in love, claiming us in the waters of baptism, often before we are even old enough to understand or believe it, and says to us, “You are accepted. You are loved. You are mine, and I will never let you go. Go now, and live in love.” God breaks through all the pain and confusion of our past and our future, and says, right now, in this moment, and for all time, you are loved. You are loved with a love that is patient and kind, a love that “bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.” We are invited to live in that love, to trust in the power of that love, and to let that love permeate all our earthly relationships, loving one another as God has loved us.  

Without love, we are a lost and lonely people. Without love, we don’t have much to get out of bed for.  Without love, all our faith and all our works ring hollow.  But when we are rooted and grounded in the amazing gift of God’s love for us in Christ, when we allow ourselves to be swept up in this unconditional, unrelenting love, then everything changes.  Our past is redeemed, our future is reborn, and our present is renewed, all because we have accepted God’s invitation to live in love, since God’s love lives in us.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.
