
WILLING TO LOVE

1 Corinthians 13 

LOVE IS NOT A FEELING

My role model in ministry, Rev. Will B. Dunn in the comic strip Kudzu once said “’Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, and have not love, I am become as a crashing hard drive or an unformatted disk.’ Paul’s e-mail to the Corinthians!”

When do you read or hear 1 Corinthians 13? Usually at weddings. There stand two persons with quick pulse, short breath, wobbly knees, yet very much in love. Perhaps they are in love with love. When a couple comes to talk to me about their wedding, I ask them, "Why do you want to get married?" Now remember, they floated into my office about six inches above the ground, holding hands, looking deeply into one another's eyes. And the response usually is, "Well, we are in love, of course!" And I smile and think, "Let's see how much they smile and smooch when once too many times he leaves his underwear on the floor!" 


We read these verses at weddings, on marriage enrichment retreats, on dates, in love letters, on Valentine's cards, on plaques commemorating our love for another person. We hold these words up as the standard for man and woman, boy and girl, as they are in the emotions of love. We think Paul wrote these words for two people who have fallen deeply in love. 


Do you remember the movie Michael in which John Travolta plays the Archangel Michael? When he is riding in the backseat of that station wagon, Michael gives this advice, “Remember what John and Paul said.” 


His friend replies, “Who, the apostles?” 


Michael says, “No, the Beatles: ‘All you need is love.’”


We want to read 1 Corinthians 13 and then look into one another’s moist eyes or come together for one big group hug. We want to join hands and sing with John and Paul on their Magical Mystery Tour, “All you need is love.” 

Do you know the best place and time to read these verses? I know a pastor who read these verses to begin the church's monthly business meeting. You may not believe it, but these verses were written more for a business meeting than for a wedding. I think that my friend is right on target. 


You see, this hymn on love is in the thirteenth chapter of the first letter of Paul to the church in Corinth. We conveniently forget, however, that these verses come exactly between chapter 12 and chapter 14. And if you read chapters 12 and 14, you will discover that Paul is in the middle of a knock-down, drag-out church fight that threatens to destroy his ministry in that town. 


As we have seen in chapter 12, some in the church in Corinth want to know the signs of spirituality for a Christian. In chapter 14 we learn that some are disrupting Sunday worship services by speaking in tongues to demonstrate that they are more “spiritual” than others. Rather than using the word spiritual, Paul instead speaks of giftedness (charisma). To speak of spirituality emphasizes my activities for God and to speak of giftedness emphasizes God as the gift-giver and source of my abilities. Paul reminds them that each member is gifted and each member is an important part of the Body of Christ there in Corinth—eye, ear, nose, teacher, leader, healer. 


Notice the introduction to chapter 13 is in 12:31: "But strive for the greater gifts. And I will show you a still more excellent way." And Paul concludes these words in 14:1: "Pursue love and strive for the spiritual and especially that you may preach." In the middle of this church fight Paul speaks of love as a more excellent way. 


Perhaps you know that the Greek language has several words that we translate "love.” One word for love (philos) means "brotherly love,” and the city of Philadelphia has that Greek word in its name. Another word for love (eros) points to a higher goal or purpose for love, not just sexual love, and we have the word "erotic" from that Greek word. 


Yet the word translated "love" here in chapter 13 is the word agape. Agape is self-giving love. Agape is willful actions toward others. Agape is the type of love God has for us. As Don Francisco sings about agape, "Love is not a feeling; it's an act of the will." Agape is not an emotion--a feeling. We don’t have to like someone before we act lovingly toward him or her. Agape is a willful decision to act lovingly to another, even if we don't like her or don't feel emotionally attached to him. Love is not a feeling. Love is an act of the will

Here in 13:4-7 Paul uses fifteen verbs in four verses to describe the characteristic actions of love. Most English translations are misleading when they say that love "is" ("Love is patient; Love is kind."). A better translation of the Greek words here uses active verbs, not adjectives.  To translate these words with "is" makes them more concepts than actions. Love is not a concept to be described but a power with typical actions. Love is something we do! Love is an act of the will. 

As you heard in the reading today, Eugene Peterson (The Message) translates verses 4-7 in active verbs to communicate the way the text itself speaks of love as an action rather than a concept: Love never gives up. Love cares more for others than for self. Love doesn’t want what it doesn’t have. Love doesn’t strut, doesn’t have a swelled head, doesn’t force itself on others, isn’t always “me first,” doesn’t fly off the handle, doesn’t keep score of the sins of others, doesn’t revel when others grovel, takes pleasure in the flowering of truth, puts up with anything, trusts God always, always looks for the best, never looks back, but keeps going to the end.

LOVE IS A LEARNED ART


Eric Fromm, in his 1956 book, The Art of Loving (pages 4-6), notes how we speak of "falling in love,” as if we stumble into it; or we talk of "being in love" as if love is a permanent condition. Both phrases imply that nothing is easier or more natural than love. Yet there is hardly any human enterprise which begins with such hope and expectation and fails so regularly as love. Fromm declares that love takes time, effort, even training. It is not for novices. Love is not for sissies. He says, "Love is an art, just as living is an art; if we want to learn how to love we must proceed in the same way we have to proceed if we want to learn any other art, say music or painting, carpentry, or the art of medicine or engineering."


Love is a learned art. Learned patterns of behavior can be cultivated over time in the context of a community that models and supports such behavior. In the church family or the biological family we can learn to care more for others and not to keep score of wrongs done against us. As Paul’s email correspondence with Corinth suggests, the faith community can be a school for the cultivation of these habits and practices--or not! 

When we join Vienna Baptist Church we agree to let our Church Covenant guide our lives. We promise (let’s read this together), “We therefore covenant together as a local expression of His church . . . . to live in Christian love and forgiveness in our families, congregation and relations with all people.” We promise to practice Christian love—agape. We promise to will to act lovingly toward one another. 


In today’s Gospel lesson those in Jesus’ hometown were in love with him when he read Scripture there in the synagogue in Nazareth. The attitude toward Jesus changed 180 degrees, however, when he started applying the text to how they lived. That’s why we have these big, wooden pulpits, you know. When the preacher says, “Now this is what I believe this text means for us today.” sometimes she or he needs to hide behind the pulpit. (Like this!)

Jesus could have used a big wooden pulpit that day. Those in Nazareth became so angry with the preacher that they tried to kill him. Do you know why? Jesus called on them to will to act lovingly toward those outside their circle of concern—particularly Sidon and Syria. Those who loved the hometown boy Jesus wanted to kill him after he made that specific application. Jesus had quit preaching and started meddling!

Love is not a feeling; love is an act of the will. According to Jesus and Paul (not John and Paul) we do not wait until we feel like loving someone. We begin to act in loving ways. My guess is you can picture in your mind right now someone who really irritates you. Is that person in this room today? Perhaps you dislike that person immensely. Perhaps you actually hate that person. As a Christian and as a member of Vienna Baptist Church, you’re calling is not first to feel love toward that person or even to try to like that person. You and I are called first to act lovingly toward that person. The first thing we can do is to pray for that person. We can pray for good and not ill to come to that person. We can pray and honestly say, “Lord, I am having a difficult time with this person and I don’t like him/her, but I want you to help me act lovingly toward her/him.” 


We promise “to live in Christian love and forgiveness in our families, congregation and relations with all people.” We are not called to feel Christian love. It’s an action verb, not an emotion. And our covenant gives us two verbs that go together—to love and to forgive. 

At a wedding we do not ask, “John, do you love Susan?” In the service the pastor asks, “John do you promise to love Susan?” or “Will you promise to love Susan?” In the marriage covenant love is a promise for the future. Most of the couples we marry probably think they are getting married because they are in love; yet the wedding service suggests that love is the result of our covenant in marriage rather than its cause. Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote from a Nazi prison these words: “Marriage is more than your love for each other.  Your love is your own private possession, but marriage is more than something personal--it is a status, a gift. Love comes from you, but marriage comes from above, from God.  It is not your love that sustains the marriage, but the marriage [the covenant] that sustains your love.” (Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison, page 43)


We learn the art of willing to love in covenant relationships. Here in Vienna Baptist Church we promise in our covenant “to live in Christian love and forgiveness in our families, congregation and relations with all people” We become a part of this faith community to learn and practice the art of love--to will to love and forgive others. Love never gives up. Love cares more for others than for self. Love . . . trusts God always, always looks for the best, never looks back, but keeps going to the end.

Love is not a feeling; it’s (say it with me please) an act of the will. 
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