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Prayer for Illumination

Galatians 5: 1, 13-25
For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery.

For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence, but through love become slaves to one another. For the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” If, however, you bite and devour one another, take care that you are not consumed by one another. Live by the Spirit, I say, and do not gratify the desires of the flesh. For what the flesh desires is opposed to the Spirit, and what the Spirit desires is opposed to the flesh; for these are opposed to each other, to prevent you from doing what you want. But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not subject to the law. Now the works of the flesh are obvious: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these. I am warning you, as I warned you before: those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God. By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against such things. And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. If we live by the Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit.

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. 
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 so that I may boast, 
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.



“Reset (Part 3):  Sense of Values”

That lesson… what we just read together is one of the most beautiful, beloved chapters in all of Scripture.  It practically sings of the power and priority of love.  

So it’s no surprise that, outside and even within the church, it’s primarily known as “the wedding passage.”  The Scripture passage most Christian couples have read at their weddings, as it makes clear that love is the way by which God has ordained for us to live.  

“If I have all the possessions of the world, but don’t have love… I have nothing,” Paul says.
“And if I can do all things but don’t share love… if I give away all things but don’t give love… I’ve accomplished nothing.”

And Paul’s not done.  In a way that is incredibly unique to Scripture, he digs into some of the deep and abiding characteristics of love, which again… can be so helpful for couples at the onset of a marriage.

Love is patient… and kind.  It makes time and room for the other.  It seeks the other’s well-being.

Love is never envious or boastful or arrogant or rude.  Because when you love another, you don’t need to puff yourself up or worry about getting yours because you’re much more concerned about honoring the one you love and meeting their needs.

Then, finally, to sum up just how central love is to life, Paul notes that while just about everything in this world will one day pass away… while the things we do will cease… while the things we create… the accomplishments we attain… will someday come to an end… while even our bodies will, one day, be no more… the love we give away… that will live on forever.  For love, Paul says, love never ends.

……
……
If there’s a better passage for a wedding, I haven’t found it.  But I also have to admit I’m terribly biased here… as Melissa and I had this lesson read at our wedding.

But here’s the thing.  As beautiful and meaningful as this passage is… as much as it has to teach us about the priority and the ways of love… this passage was not written for couples… or marriages or wedding ceremonies.  In fact, it has nothing to do with romance at all.  

As we’ve been exploring these past few weeks, Paul wrote these words to an entire church community in Corinth that had a lot of good things going for it, even if they also had their share of struggles.  

For starters, Corinth was a remarkably diverse city—ethnically, economically, even religiously diverse.  

So while there were some Hebrews in the congregation, the majority were Gentiles, who understandably brought their pagan traditions with them from their past… creating a new kind of Christian community of an already diverse people with different understandings of religious rites and spiritual gifts and the ways by which we relate to God and each other.

Not surprisingly, this all too easily led to disagreements… and schisms throughout the community over who was right and who was wrong… who was holier and who was less important.  And these were no small fights, mind you.  These were the kind of fights that risk tearing communities apart.

So Paul wrote this first letter to the Corinthians, as we’ve been saying, to help them see anew all that leads not only to faithful and full living… but to see that faithful and full living requires a communal life based on love.  

Two weeks ago we explored Paul’s first point amid his reminder of the promises made at baptism.  And we celebrated the way in which baptism reveals you are loved… because God says you are worth loving.  

Last week, we explored Paul’s insistence that everyone is blessed with invaluable gifts for invaluable purposes.  Nobody’s gifts are better or more important than another’s… because all are equally needed for the common good.

And essentially, what we have here today in the 13th chapter, is a summation of what Paul has been trying to emphasize all along, as he tells each member of that Corinthian community:
“You’ve been claimed by Love for the purpose of love.”

It’s the same point he shares with us and others amid different letters he wrote.
“You’ve been claimed by love for the purpose of love.” 

So when Paul says love is patient and love is kind, never envious or boastful or rude or insistent on its own way… he’s not talking about the love between a couple.  Or the love between a parent a child.  Or even the love within a family.  

He’s talking about the love God expects all disciples to offer to each and all.

Because love… Paul makes clear… love is the way God has ordained for us to life.  
We’ve been claimed by love for the purpose of love.

……
……
Now, I realize I’m not saying anything that’s not obvious.  Disciples know that the Gospel calls for love to be our first priority.  Our first ambition in all things.

Just as every Church community should identity itself as a place where love is practiced and grown and made known.  

We know this.  But it doesn’t mean we do this.  

For if the Church truly believed that love is the fulfillment of life itself…
If the Church truly practiced love in everything it did… everything it offered… every word it spoke… every move it made…
Then wouldn’t people be banging down the Church doors to get in?  
Wouldn’t the lonely, excluded, grieving, downtrodden, the anxious, the poor and hurting wandering all be seeking a community that would love them they way Paul describes?  

……
Maybe one day… I believe… one day.  
But that doesn’t happen now… in part because, we all know… it’s hard to prioritize all that love requires all the time.  In this world with such competing claims, we all struggle to trust how loved we are and therefore struggle to give unconditional love to others.  

And we struggle to trust in the way of love in no small part because the Church itself hasn’t always taught or prepared us to trust the way of love.  

In fact, far too many traditions… including our own… have at times taught things incredibly opposed to love… and some still do.

……
……
Case in point—Mark Achtemeier, a Presbyterian Pastor and former professor of theology and Christian ethics at Dubuque Theological Seminary.  

Mark long identified as an evangelical leader in the PC(USA).  He taught and fought for what he believed were the biblical truths our denomination was called to uphold.  It led him to become a denominational leader in the movement to create a constitutional ban on the ordination of homosexuals—a ban that he helped successfully create in the summer of 1997.

He said he strove for this because of what he believed the Bible taught.  Including… that fornication, or sex out of the covenant of marriage, was one of the ways Paul defined as a way of the flesh—or a way that leads to destruction or ruin—a way of life opposed to what Paul calls the way of the Spirit.

And sure enough, Mark could point to our first lesson this morning, in which Paul writes to the churches of Galatia telling them to avoid the ways of the flesh and adopt the ways of the Spirit.

And it’s not just Paul’s letter to the Galatians.  Mark could easily point to other Scripture passages that could make it seem as if God is opposed to all sorts of things, including homosexuality, but also things like dancing, or alcohol, or women in leadership, and the list goes on.  

But across the next 15 years, as Mark continued to teach seminary students and preach in churches and speak at conferences, he began to encounter more and more people who, he realized, were in deep pain because of what he had argued the Church should teach.  He met many who came to him in tears… grieving that, try as they might, they couldn’t change their orientation… or become who the Church was telling them to be.  He encountered many people who had tried to do everything according to Church tradition… but no matter what they did or for how long they did it, Mark saw and heard the painful effects… as these homosexual children of God, who once had a deep and abiding faith, became enwrapped in depression, isolation, and pain… unable to understand how a supposed God of love didn’t want them to be who God created them to be… and love whom God created them to love.  

Eventually, Mark couldn’t ignore the pain he was witnessing in the LGBTQ+ community anymore.  Something was wrong.  But he also couldn’t ignore what he believed Scripture proclaimed.  So he decided to go back to Scripture and re-examine everything—everything—that he had long assumed.  

And here’s what Mark found.  

It is true that Scripture has many lists of do’s and don’ts.  Eat this.  Don’t eat that.  Wear this.  Don’t wear that.  And so, so many others.  But rather than offering lists built to separate and condemn… Mark realized Scripture’s lists are always…  always intended to lead to fullness of life.  So if something the Church is teaching ends up leading someone to depression or pain, to self-ridicule or isolation… then it can’t possibly be the will of the loving God of Jesus Christ.  Period.  

Mark also found that, while Scripture can contradict itself at times and be oddly mystifying in others, the theme of love is present and central throughout its whole.  Quite simply, love is the lens Scripture gives us to read and understand its many truths.  

So Mark began re-reading Scripture through what we might call the lens of love.  It’s a lens that, when reading a certain passage, we would always consider, “How does this lesson reveal God’s love?”  or “How does this passage point me to deeper compassion?”

And lo and behold, after he had done this—retreading all the Biblical steps he’d taken before—this Presbyterian pastor and professor who helped lead the charge to prevent homosexuals from being ordained back in the 90’s, ended up writing the book that helped pave the way for our denomination to approve same-sex marriage in 2015.  Literally.  Mark Achtememeier is the author of The Bible’s Yes to Same-Sex Marriage, a phenomenal book that explains how the Bible supports—rather than opposes—same-sex love and marriage.

……
……
I share this, friends, not just because Mark’s story is so remarkable.  But because Mark’s story reveals how… just like the world, even in the Church, so often our first priority isn’t to love… but to categorize… and judge… and condemn and exclude.  

We even end up reading Scripture with the errant assumption that its lists of dos and don’ts and good and bad are tools for us to use to judge ourselves and others.  

But whether you’re reading the Gospels or Paul’s letters, friends, the lens through which we are called to read and understand all of Scripture is the same lens through which we are called to see and understand our lives.  

As Paul tells us so well, love isn’t just patient and kind, love isn’t just void of envy or arrogance, love is the whole point.  Not our categories or judgments… not our accomplishments or earnings… not our self-criticisms… not our would’ves or should’ves or could’ves… But love.  

For in the end, Paul says, “faith, and hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love.”  

So as we’ve been taking time this month to reset ourselves a bit on who and whose we are… let me invite you to reconsider where is love at the center of our living… and where is it not?  

As Paul would say, “Put on the lens of love, that you might see, in all things… at all times… how you have been claimed by love… for the purpose of love.”  Amen.
