“A More Excellent Way”
I Corinthians 13

In the Christian church in our world today, we often romanticize the Christian life as an escape from all of life’s troubles.  That’s because we tend to romanticize God as a simple, lovable, huggable old grandpa in the sky.  He is a sweet old God who overlooks all our faults and wants to give us all we ask for.  But if we ever take a close look at the ethical demands of the Christian life, if we take account of the self-sacrifice and virtues that are placed upon followers of Jesus, if we really ever take seriously the affirmation that Jesus Christ is the Lord of our lives, then I promise you a little respect will begin to grow in our sense of call for living a Christian life.  Jesus called it counting the cost.
As we begin to look at our scripture reading, it’s important to understand that the Corinthian church was a fractious and conflicted congregation.  There was a lot of prideful boasting within the congregation.  Rich members arrogantly flaunted their wealth in front of poor members during—of all times—communion.  There was a lot of competitive debate over which positions and gifts for ministry were most important prestigious.  In other words, the state-of-affairs within the Corinthian church was the exact opposite of the words we hear in Chapter 13 of First Corinthians.

It’s important to understand that these words in Chapter 13 were not a romantic poem describing the love found in a marriage.  Instead, these words were an exhortation, a calling, a command for the Corinthian church to nurture healthy relationships within their congregation.  These words were directed at the church in Corinth, but they are also a call for the church today.  This is God’s command for the church today to return to the way of God’s love.  And if we really take these words seriously, literally, and hear them completely, then we will hear them, not as sweet romantic words, but rather as fairly insurmountable words.
You see, true love, God’s love, is being patient, even when you don’t feel the least bit patient.  Love is being patient with an inconsiderate fellow church member who lets you down or neglects a responsibility or treats you rudely for the hundredth time.  Love is being kind, even when we don’t feel the least bit kind.  Now love is not letting people walk all over you or verbally abuse you.  Sometimes love calls us to hold one another accountable for rude or irresponsible behavior, but we do so kindly and patiently.  We hold one another accountable with love.

Love is not being jealous or envious over the offices or positions or duties that other church members hold.  Love is not being arrogant or boastful over the offices or positions or duties that you hold.  Love is never saying “my way or the highway.”  And love is always ready to listen to another person’s point of view, even when it is the exact opposite of your view.

Love is not wearing your feelings on your sleeves.  Love doesn’t twist another person’s words or actions or motives.  Love never assumes the worst about another church member.  Love doesn’t keep a scorecard over every little mistake or oversight.  Love forgives and seeks to reconcile.

And there is no limit to the burdens that love will endure in reaching out to another church member, even to one who has offended you.  Love never gives up on another church member because there is no limit to the hope that love places in God’s power to redeem.
In other words, Christian love, God’s love, is the exact opposite of what was found in the relationships among the members of the Corinthian church.  And it’s a far cry from what we find in most churches today, because, if we are really honest with ourselves, God’s love is an ideal love we all fall short of—in every church, in every marriage, and in every life.
But being honest with ourselves is not an easy thing to do.  You see, it’s not easy looking into those dark corners of our relationships.  It’s so much more comfortable to remain starry-eyed and idealistic and to hold on to a belief that in the church everybody always gets along with everybody.  But, if we are honest with ourselves, if we want to grow closer toward the ideal of God’s love, if we want to mature our fellowship and relationships within our congregation, then we need to be continually looking for ways we fall short of God’s ideal love.
I think that’s what Paul meant when he said, “When I was a child, I thought like a child.  I spoke like a child.  And I reasoned like a child.  But when I became an adult, I put aside my childish ways.”  Part of growing up as a congregation, part of putting aside childish ways, is continually looking for those ways in which we are still unloving.  You see, there is no perfect church.  We all have growing to do.
But seeing our faults can be tricky because we all have a distorted view of reality.  We all see a distorted view of how God sees us.  Paul said that we all look through a mirror dimly.  The mirrors we use today give us a clear and accurate reflection.  But 2,000 years ago, mirrors were little more than polished brass.  They offered a very distorted image.  The first step in growing as a loving congregation is for all of us to admit we see reality as if we were looking at a distorted image in a brass mirror.  We all have a distorted view of reality, or as Paul says, “For now we know only in part.”
That’s why it’s tricky to be honest with ourselves, but it can also be scary.  Humans don’t like facing our faults.  And sometimes we’re afraid to face them.  We don’t want to admit our faults, or talk about our shortcomings, or expose our weakness, because if other people saw us for who we really are, with all our hidden motives and all of our hidden thoughts, with all of our secrets from the past, well, if people really knew us, they might not like us, much less love us.  But I think our real fear of seeing ourselves as we really are is that, if we really took a good honest clear look at ourselves, we might not like ourselves either.
But, tucked away near the end of our reading, there is a very brief clause that you might have missed.  And it’s a very important clause because it contains the words that can give us the courage to see ourselves clearly.  Paul assures us that one day we will see reality in all its clarity.  And one day we will know ourselves as we really are.  Paul says we will know fully, (and here come the important words we need to hear) “even as we have been fully known.”
You see, God already knows you.  God has already looked in those dark corners of your character, and God knows the many ways in which you fall short of God’s ideal of love.  And God knows all the ways in which we as a congregation fall short of God’s love.  But the amazing thing is God hasn’t given up on us.  God hasn’t given up on you, and God hasn’t given up on me, and God hasn’t given up on the Christian church.  And God never will.
You see with a patient, kind, unending love, God is at work, even now, overcoming all the hate, and all the envy, and all the unkindness, and all the jealousy that is hidden inside of each and every one of us.  And the Good News of our faith is God’s love is stronger than all our hate, and envy, and unkindness, and jealousy.  God chose to die for you to give you the gift of God’s love, so that you might be empowered to respond with a life of gratitude, living your life a more excellent way.
My friends, love is essential if we are to be the body of Christ in our world.  We can pray the most eloquent prayers and sing the most beautiful songs ever heard, but without love, we are just a noisy nuisance.  We can have exciting high-tech Bible studies and memorize hundreds of passages of scripture.  We can build hundreds of Habitat for Humanity houses and give piles of money to various soup kitchens, but if love isn’t our reason for doing these things, then we are wasting our time.

Love is all that matters.  After all our denominational debates have finally run out of gas, after all our personal vendettas have been put to rest and our arguments have ceased, after all petty games and manipulations have ended, then only love will remain, and we shall truly live God’s more excellent way.

Let us pray:

God of love, we seek to serve you.  We seek to follow you.  We seek to love.  But we are often afraid.  And we are often distracted.  And we struggle to see you clearly.  So, take us by the hand, and lead us into your more excellent way.  Amen.
David A. Cagle
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