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Sing Love
Mark 9:2-9; I Corinthians 13:1-13

I know it sounds redundant, but I do love Paul’s words about love in his
letter to the Corinthian Christians.  We heard them earlier in the anthem “Love
Will Never Fail.”  We all know those words.  They are beautiful.  They are
poetic.  They are wise.  They are inspiring.  Paul might have written them
himself, but it is widely thought that his source was a popular song or poem
familiar to Paul and, likely, to people throughout the region.  Paul, like many
preachers, knew that popular culture is a good resource for making a point. 
I can imagine the people from the various house churches in Corinth gathered
together to hear Paul’s letter read out loud, smiling as they heard these
words, maybe even humming along as each line was read.  Let me read them
again for you.

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.
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.
If I give away all my possessions,
and if I hand over my body to be burned,
but do not have love, I gain nothing.

Love is patient; love is kind;
love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude.
It does not insist on its own way;
it is not irritable or resentful;
it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth.
It bears all things, believes all things,
hopes all things, endures all things.  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.
For we know only in part, and we prophesy only in part;
but when the complete comes, the partial will come to an end.



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.
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.
And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three;
and the greatest of these is love. I Corinthians 13

I Corinthians 13 is probably one of the few longer passages in scripture,
especially in the New Testament, that many of us can quote.  In addition to
“Love Will Never Fail,” it has inspired other hymns such as “The Gift of Love,”
“O Perfect Love,” “Love Divine, All Loves Excelling,” and “When Love Is
Found.”  In fact, after checking just one source, I discovered at least 300
songs that were inspired by all or part of this passage.  I assure you that there
are many more.

This “Hymn to Love” is often read at weddings and funerals.  During a
wedding it is used as an aspiration for a couple beginning a life together.  At
funerals, these words are read as an inspiration celebrating a life well
lived–and loved.  As beautiful as these words are and as fitting for two people
beginning life together or for a life lived with love, Paul did not intend for his
words to be used specifically in either of these contexts.  Paul’s intention was
to get his friends in Corinth back on track and living faithfully in the world.  I
suspect they will be helpful to us as well.

Up to this point in his letter, Paul had been addressing serious matters
that were challenging the good folks in Corinth.  Some of them might seem
silly to us at first, but we all know how the simplest of issues can become
major factors in a body of believers.  The Corinthians were becoming divided
over whether they were loyal to Paul or to other Christians leaders, over
“wisdom,” family relationships, the eating of food sacrificed to idols, the
celebration of the Lord’s Supper, the gift of speaking in tongues, the
resurrection of the dead, collecting money for the poor, and even the question
of whether or not a woman should have her head covered when she prayed. 
That sounds absurd today, but I once heard of a church that split when two
of the “pillars of the church” reached for the last chicken leg at the same time
and neither would concede to the other!  At least the Corinthians were arguing
largely over spiritual matters!
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These problems had been reported to Paul and he did his best to offer
counsel to his friends as how best to proceed.  As he wrote about the various
gifts of the spirit that God parcels out, he reminded them that God gives us
all different gifts so that the entire body of Christ might be built up.  Then he
wrote, “Earnestly seek the higher gifts of grace.  And I will show you a still
more excellent way” (12:31).  Then he “sang” his song of love.

Paul knew that there would always be disputes in the fellowship of
believers because we are all different and have a variety of perspectives on
various matters.  Disagreements and even conflicts will arise, but they do not
have to be destructive and divisive because, as Paul said, there is a better
way.  That way is the way of love.

This “more excellent way of love” is not at all a warm, cuddly, southern-
sweet tea kind of love.  It is well-grounded, sturdy, resilient, and tough.  Paul
begins by reminding his friends that the core of love is integrity.  “I might have
all kinds of spiritual gifts,” he wrote, “things like speaking in tongues,
prophesying, or understanding mysteries; but, if I do not have love, I am doing
nothing but making a lot of noise.  I can have all kinds of knowledge, I can
have faith strong enough to move mountains, I can be generous and
sacrificial, but if I do not have love, all of these gifts are empty.”

When we get past the poetry and sentimentality of Paul’s words, we
wince because we know that we, too, aspire to such things.  Granted, most
of us aren’t looking to be slain in the Spirit and begin speaking in tongues.  I
well remember, however, having friends in college who professed to have that
gift.  I wanted it, too, so much that I prayed for it, although I was terrified that
I might actually get it.  I’m sure I would have been like the dog chasing the car
and finally caught it.  I wouldn’t have known what do I do with it!

We want to be “spiritual.”  We want knowledge.  Some of us crave it. 
We all like to think we are wise.  We want to be faithful.  We want to be
generous and sacrificial and sometimes we take pride in what we do for
others.  It is easy to become like the Pharisees of Jesus’ day who liked to
wear their religion in public so that all could see how devout they were.  Paul,
like Jesus, warned that such faith is empty, noisy, and fake.

Don’t despair, offered Paul. I have a better way to offer: the way of love. 
He sings that beautiful song that describes love as patient and kind, but not
envious or boastful or arrogant or rude.  The lyrics describe love as not being
selfish or irritable or resentful.  Love doesn’t rejoice in what is wrong; instead,
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it celebrates only what is right.  What’s more, love bears, believes, hopes, and
endures ALL things.  Imagine that!  Of course you can!

Paul could have stopped right there but he had more to share.  Love,
he said, is eternal.  Unlike everything else in our lives, love will not end.  All
those things we aspire to and work for–prophesies, tongues, knowledge–will
all end, but not love!  With that brilliant analogy of how a child matures and
grows into adulthood, Paul explained how our faith also matures with time and
experience.  With the unforgettable image of how looking into a mirror shows
us only what exists right now, Paul opens our hearts and minds to the truth
of God’s gospel by reminding us that looking into the face of God will reveal
all that is possible.  He reminded his friends that God has given us three
wonderful gifts: faith, hope, and love.  By far, the best gift is love because it
helps shape and inform the other two gifts.  And it will last forever!

Today is Transfiguration Sunday which means that we remember the
time Jesus and his disciples were met on a mountain by Moses and Elijah, the
great prophets of Israel.  Understandably, Simon Peter wanted to bottle up
the experience and keep it for a while.  “Let’s build a few huts here on the
mountain and stay right here,” he suggested.  Then, as often happens at
significant moments in scripture, a cloud appeared and God spoke, saying,
“This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!”  Peter was saying, ”Let’s stay
right where we are,” but Jesus said, “Let’s go!”

Jesus, the embodiment of love, Paul’s model for what love looks like in
real time, was not for finding a sweet spot in faith and settling in.  He knew he
had to get back to the busy, challenging, often gritty, and always personal
work of the Gospel–the work of love.

I admit that I do not measure up to Paul’s prescription of love every day. 
I doubt many of us do.  Paul, like Jesus, sets a high standard.  Indeed, love
is the highest standard of all.  That is why it is “the more excellent way”–the
way of Christ.  This love–patient and kind, but not envious, boastful, arrogant,
selfish, irritable, or resentful–is the love we are to profess by how we live. 
This love–which doesn’t rejoice in what is wrong but celebrates only what is
right–also bears, believes, hopes, and endures all things.  It is the love we are
to embody day by day.

There are many gaps in our world that need love today.  There are
places and spaces in our lives with a void that only love can fill.  It may be a
void brought on by personal loss and grief or a void created by differing views

4



of how the world ought to operate.  Some of these voids are caused by
misplaced hopes, misguided desires, and even a misunderstood gospel that
leans toward hate rather than love.  There are gaps in our personal lives, in
our families, in our community, our state, our nation and around the world that
can only be filled with authentic love else we run the risk of destroying what
we claim to love the most.  What is happening in our own nation, sometimes
under a banner that claims love, is anything but the love of God in Christ as
Paul sang for his friends.

On Friday, a cold, rainy, dreary day, I received an email from Debra
Kincheloe.  It’s subject was “Happy Valentine’s Day,” and it was truly a gift of
love.  After commenting on a recent sermon illustration and letting me know
that some of my birds are visiting her yard, Debra shared with me a story
about Franz Kafka that itself was a beautiful gift of love.  I share it with you.

Franz Kafka, who never married and had no children, walked through
a park in Berlin when he met a girl who was crying because she had lost her
favorite doll.  She and Kafka searched for the doll unsuccessfully.  Kafka told
her to meet him there the next day and they would look for the doll again.

The next day when they met, Kafka gave the girl a letter “written” by the
doll saying, “Please don't cry.  I took a trip to see the world.  I will write to you
about my adventures.”  Thus began a story which continued until the end of
Kafka's short life.

During their meetings in the park, Kafka read the letters of the doll
carefully written with adventures and conversations that the girl found
adorable.  Finally, Kafka bought another doll and brought it to the girl,
explaining that she had finally returned to Berlin.  “It doesn't look like my doll
at all,” said the girl.  Kafka handed her another letter in which the doll had
written: “My travels have changed me.”  The little girl hugged the new doll and
took her back to her happy home.  A year later Kafka died.

Many years later, the girl–now an adult–found a letter inside the doll. 
In the tiny letter signed by Kafka was written, “Everything you love will
probably be lost, but in the end, love will return in another way.”1  Indeed it did

1May Benatar, “Kafka and the Doll: The Pervasiveness of Loss,” HuffPost (October 3, 2011/Updated
December 3, 2011); available online at: https://www.huffpost.com/entry/kafka-and-the-doll_b_981348#:~:
text=Franz%20Kafka%2C%20the%20story%20goes,day%20at%20the%20same%20spot.&text=When%2
0the%20meetings%20came%20to,presented%20her%20with%20a%20doll.
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for this young lady–through Kafka.  Paul said, “faith, hope, and love abide,
these three; and the greatest of these is love.”

Every person we encounter, even the one we see in the mirror dimly,
has lost something.  Sometimes those losses bring great harm and serious
distress.  Only love can heal our deepest wounds.  Only love will remain
forever.  So on this day when we celebrate the love of family and friends, let
us also remember to love the stranger and even our enemy.  We have all lost
something precious but, by God’s grace, love will return another way.  Our
calling is to sing that love day by day.  Amen.
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February 14, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We have all had mountaintop experiences of your goodness and grace,
O God, but we have never been in the holy company of our Savior and the
great prophets.  Like Peter, we, too, would want to stay and savor the moment
because we crave some sign, some experience that assures us that all that
we believe is real and good and true.  We want to see with our eyes, to feel
with our hands, and to hear with our ears your affirmation of us as your
children.

We cannot expect to see visions and hear voices, but we can feel your
presence with us.  In this moment, though apart, connected with one another
by your Spirit, we can sense your nearness and the power of your love.  In the
stillness of this moment, open us to the reality of your grace toward us all, we
pray.

On this day when we celebrate love for one another, we offer
thanksgiving for the people who bring us such joy, delight, and comfort in life. 
We are grateful for the bonds which keep us close and the intangible ties that
prevent us from drifting apart.  Bless the people we love most, O God, and
help us to be that blessing, we pray.

In a world where love is so scarce at times, help us to be love to
someone else.  Grant us the courage and generosity that your love holds. 
Teach us the love that stands for what is right and protects those who are
done wrong.  Fill us with the love that patiently and kindly believes and hopes
and endures.

We continue to ask for your help in our world, O God.  You have guided
us through this pandemic for nearly a year.  You have provided care and
vaccines for our survival.  As we begin to move toward a return to some kind
of normalcy, provide us with wisdom and compassion to do what is right and
good.  Heal and help us, we pray.

You know us better than we know ourselves, O God, because you love
us far more than we love ourselves.  Grant us what we need and open our
hearts to the things that we should do.  Enable us to live bravely in the light
of your goodness and fill us with your peace, we pray; through Jesus Christ
our Lord.  Amen.


