January 31, 2010
Love Not Just for Some But for All
1 Corinthians 13:1-13

Luke 4:21-30

The ministry of Jesus has begun, and it is off to a difficult start. The first event recorded of his adult life is his baptism in the river Jordan; still wet from the water, he is driven into the desert where he is tempted for forty days and forty nights. Strengthened and clarified by that battle, he begins his ministry in Galilee, the region in which he grew up. Soon he is in Nazareth, his own hometown, to teach in the synagogue there. 
It begins well enough. He reads from the Prophet Isaiah, 
The Spirit of the Lord is upon me

Because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor

He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives

And recovery of sight to the blind

To let the oppressed go free

To proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. 

Then he tells them these words have been fulfilled in their hearing. 

At first their response is to ooh and aah over him, this hometown boy made good. Wow, isn’t this Joseph’s boy? Who would have thought? Made us proud, didn’t he?

But Jesus hasn’t finished preaching. And they don’t like the rest of what he tells them.
The sermon examples he chooses from the Old Testament are meant to provoke. He brings up the prophet Elijah, who ministered to a foreign widow, saving her life, when others did not have enough to eat. He brings up Elisha, who cured a foreign enemy, the general of an army that was attacking Israel. These are the models Jesus is following. He isn’t sent for them. God is sending him to the poor, the captives, the oppressed, the blind – the outsiders, the outcasts, the enemies.
That’s what sends them over the edge. That’s when they run him out of town and try to throw him off a cliff. That’s what does it. 

What was difficult for them then is difficult for us now: God’s love is so much greater than we think. And if we think it’s just about us, we are way, way, way off track. This God keeps pushing the envelope, loving the unlovable, and expecting us to do the same. This is love demands things of us. To bear all things, believe all things, hope all things, endure all things. 
What does that kind of love look like? 

I heard recently of an African woman named Maggie, a Tutsi woman who lives in Rwanda. Rwanda is made up of two ethnic groups – the Hutus and the Tutsis. In 1994 there was a genocide, and an estimated 800,000 Tutsi people and some moderate Hutu people were killed. After that unimaginable horror, the people had to build their country again – and somehow, learn to live with each other.

Before the genocide, Maggie had adopted seven Tutsi and Hutu children. In the spring of 1994, Hutus came to her village and killed most of Maggie’s extended family and friends. She and her children found refuge in a Catholic compound. But there, in retaliation, a group of Tutsis came to kill Hutus, including Maggie’s Hutu children. She was forced to watch as they massacred 72 people. Later, she found all seven of her children alive, hiding in the church’s sacristy. 
After the genocide, Maggie was determined to rebuild her village as a place of peace. She built a home she calls Maison Shalom, House of Peace. She adopted another 25 children, developed a health clinic, built a school for her village. She has taught sustainable agriculture to her village, and even built a pool and a movie theater. 
Once, when rebel soldiers demanded payment in exchange for not destroying the theater, Maggie invited them to watch movies instead. Maggie said, “Love made me an inventor.” She is convinced God’s love is more powerful than hatred or violence. Once a man came to Maison Shalom to kill Maggie. She talked him out of it, saying he couldn’t be happy being defined by hatred and violence. She invited him to come and live in her community, to be her driver and to help care for the children. And he did.

She was living God’s love, to the outsiders, the outcasts, and even the enemies.

It is not just ‘our own’ we are meant to love. It is not just ‘the church’ that God cares for. God doesn’t love us best, but wants love to reach beyond all the borders we can imagine. It isn’t easy. But God’s love can make us inventors, with courage and conviction and the capacity to love even our enemy. 
The Bible talks a lot about love, as you might expect, and the passage from 1 Corinthians 13 is one of the most familiar of all those passages, because it is read at so many weddings. Some people speculate – maybe a little cynically – that it’s because God and Jesus aren’t mentioned at all, so ‘love’ can mean anything we want it to mean. And at a wedding, it’s all about romantic love, married love, familial love. Which truly is a many-splendored thing, and a lot harder than it looks. 

But in scripture, love is always about God. Love doesn’t exist without God. Love is what living-in-God looks like. Another scripture passage puts it this way: “God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them.” 

This God-love follows in the way of Jesus Christ. It does not insist on its own way or look out for its own good. It looks out for the needs of others. What does that kind of love look like?
If I’m a banker, love doesn’t worry about how big my bonus is going to be this year; it worries about whether people are going to keep their houses.

If I’m a politician, love isn’t boastful or rude, but reaches across the aisle to make sure the country is running well.

If I’m a person with power, love doesn’t try to hide my infidelities and buy silence so I can keep my carefully-groomed image. 

If I’m a minister, love doesn’t compete with other pastors and churches to see who’s the biggest or best or most prestigious; love wants God’s love to grow and thrive as widely as God wants it.
Love wants healing and wholeness not just for some but for all. That’s what made the people in Nazareth so angry. Love wants us to be inventors so that the hungry are fed and the captives are freed and the blind will see and the oppressed go free. 
Love makes us inventors so that beauty and loveliness and wholeness and peace will reign. Love wants God’s kingdom on earth. 
I heard another story about love… a little different kind of love, but love so intense that made people inventors. 

Last summer, when Philip & Joy Hire & I attended the Montreat Worship and Music Conference, we heard Mark Sedio present workshops on world music. He had all kinds of stories – he was wonderful to listen to, and a truly amazing musician. 

One day he told us the story of a visit to Cuba. He was astounded to find music everywhere – there were musicians on every corner. Everyone was playing something, lots of Caribbean sounds, jazz, all kinds of things. But then he heard the strains of Bach coming from somewhere. He followed the sound, and discovered it was coming from a church. 

The church was almost empty, except for two people sitting at the piano: a 7-year-old girl, with her teacher, working on a 2-Part Invention. The teacher invited Mark in, asked if he were a musician, and then invited him to hear the girl play. She smiled, bowed to him, and began to play – exquisitely, from memory. 
That’s when Mark noticed there was no music anywhere. 

Afterwards the teacher said it was very difficult for them because Bach’s music was either not allowed, or not accessible. It just didn’t exist in Cuba. Everything had to be taught by ear.
But it was music they loved, and love made them inventors – creating something impossible, doing what shouldn’t be done. 

Love leads us to strange places, beyond what we can ever imagine. As long as we let it… 
To the poor, the oppressed, the blind and the captive, 

To the outcast, the other, the enemy; 
To make places of peace where there is no peace. 

To bring healing and wholeness, and beauty and loveliness, not just for some but for all.

To bring in the kingdom of God. 

May it be so here, and now, with us. 
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