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Eternal Love
(display slide of a couple standing in a heart) 
With today being Valentine’s Day, I thought it appropriate we recognize the occasion and focus our sermon on love.  

Over past millennia much has been made of love.  It’s the theme of countless poems, songs and works of art in every culture.  Even comic strips get in on the act. 
(display slide of Charlie Brown and Lucy)

Take for example the time Lucy asks Charlie Brown about love.  Lucy asks Charlie, "You know what I don't understand?  I don't understand love!"

Charlie replies, "Who does!"  Lucy politely requests, "Explain love to me, Charlie Brown.  
"You can't explain love,” says Charlie.  “I can recommend a book of poems or a painting, even works of art, but I can't explain love."

Lucy comes back, "Well, try, Charlie Brown, try."

As always, Charlie can't say no to Lucy.  So Charlie says, "Well, let's say I see this cute girl walk by."

Just like Lucy, she quickly interrupts: "Why does she have to be cute?, huh?  Why can't someone fall in love with someone with freckles and a big nose?  Explain that to me Charlie Brown!"

Charlie reconsiders and begins again. "Well, maybe you are right.  Let's say I see this girl walk by with this really big nose...."  
Lucy again interrupts, "I didn't say a really big nose."

By this time Charlie’s had enough.  He sighs that typical, woe is me sigh and says, "You not only can't explain love, you can't even talk about it."

As is often the case, Charlie Brown touches upon a profound truth.  Love cannot be explained.  It’s beyond explanation.  Like faith, love transcends the boundaries of logic and rational thought.  In many ways it’s elusive.  

Even so, the Apostle Paul didn’t shy away from describing love as he understood it.  Of course he wasn’t referring to romantic love, although his words certainly apply to such love.  Rather, his words were directed to the Church in Corinth, a church experiencing conflict and division.  It was a church undergoing change and things weren’t going smoothly.  So Paul set out to describe a more excellent way for Christians to love, way that would build genuine community.   
Unlike love that tends to fade when circumstances change and things go wrong, Paul writes about a love that endures.  Unlike love that diminishes over time because we become disappointed with someone or we don’t get our way, Paul writes about a love that stands the test of time.  The more excellent love about which Paul writes endures and grows regardless of conditions or fleeting emotions. 

(Display slide of Jack Benny)
Recently I learned something interesting about the late comedian, Jack Benny.  Many of you will remember him from his TV shows back in the 1950’s and 60’s.  He was married to Mary Livingston for 48 years.  When he died, he left a provision in his will for a local florist to deliver a red rose to Mary every day that she lived.

Our world would be a sadder place without romantic love like that.  But, the love that the Apostle Paul wrote about is the deepest ... the most pervasive ... the most enduring value of the Christian life.  So let’s take a look at Paul’s words and see what we can learn.

(display metaphor slide)
Let's begin where Paul begins.  In this morning’s text Paul reminds us that love is valued above all else.  Love is eternal.  Now that’s nothing new.  I’m certain we would all agree with Paul on that point.
But it’s how Paul describes the value of love that is particularly striking.  He writes that we may possess the gift of eloquent speech – the ability to speak like angels – but our words are pointless and empty if we lack love.  He compares such empty words as a noisy gong or a clanging bell.  

Then he writes we may possess all knowledge and understand the secrets of the world, even have faith to move mountains, but without love these things mean nothing.  Imagine.  Possessing all knowledge and having the faith to move mountains.  Now that’s a great deal of power.  But Paul’s point is that possessing such power is meaningless if we have not love.

Paul then goes on to say that we can give away everything we own and even give our body to be burned, but without love there is no gain in it.  In other words, we can possess an attitude that is totally selfless, but without love it means nothing.  Regardless of our accomplishments, the rewards we acquire, or the wealth we amass, it means nothing if we lack love.  To quote the familiar words from Ecclesiastes, “it’s all vanity.”  

Having made the point that love is to be valued above all else, Paul then goes on to describe the qualities of love.  There’s not enough time to examine each quality in turn, but I would like to highlight two.  The first quality Paul mentions is patience.  Love is patient.  

Now I don’t know about you, but I’ve always struggled with patience.  I’m one of those who prays, “God, give me patience, and give it to me now.”

I’m reminded of a story I heard some years ago.  It goes like this.  Realizing that Valentine ’s Day was near, a factory laborer decided to do something special for his wife.  Rather than arrive home from work as usual all dirty and sweaty, with the smell of beer on his breath from having stopped by the local pub, he decided he would bathe before arriving home and appear before her in a suit.  Along the way home he even bought her a dozen roses.  He was so impressed with himself for making such an effort on her behalf.  
Arriving at home he entered the kitchen door where his wife was sitting at the table.  He smiled and handed her the roses, saying, “Honey, I love you and always will.”

His wife took one look at the flowers, then at him, and burst into tears.  She said sobbing, "This has been such a horrible day.  Brian injured himself at school and I had to take him to the doctors.  After we got home your mother phoned and said she’s coming to visit for a week.  Then while doing the laundry the washer broke and flooded the basement floor.  And now you come home drunk!"
Sometimes even our best intentions are misinterpreted.  In such instances we need to be patient and try to understand.  
That’s especially true in Christian community, which was the context for Paul writing.  In any community there is sure to be differences of opinions and perspectives.  Especially in a Christian community we need to learn to be patient with one another, listening and learning together as we grow in faith.   Love is patient.  
Paul also writes that love is not ill-mannered.  Sadly, over the past decades social manners have hit on hard times.  Social graces just don’t appear to be as important as they once were.  It appears that fewer and fewer people practice basic manners.  That’s unfortunate for our culture.
Regrettably, this same phenomenon seems to have crept into our churches.  There are times I’ve heard of churches in conflict where members publicly demean one another, engage in character assassination, scream at each other and even physically attack one another.  During my years as a pastor, I’ve heard fellow clergy tell me about vicious notes they’ve received from anonymous members.  These are sad tales that tarnish the integrity of the Church. 

But Paul reminds us that the church is no place for ill manners.  The Church is to be a sanctuary, a place of grace.  It’s meant to be a place where anyone can feel safe and where they’re respected as a child of God regardless of their position on issues.  The Church is meant to be a place where everyone should be able to voice their thoughts and opinions without fear of slander, humiliation, or without being demonized.  The Church should be a place where we can disagree without being disagreeable.  
I want to reiterate what I said to you two weeks ago following our congregational vote.  I want to thank you for your demeanor during that meeting.  While emotions ran high, each person acted in a manner that was Christian.  There were no emotional outbursts or denigrating remarks directed at individuals.  I believe our meeting mirrored a genuine love for one another despite our differences of opinion.  God’s grace was displayed and I am proud of you. 
There is still much that could be said about Paul’s hymn of love contained in the 13th chapter of I Corinthians.  However, time does not permit.  But before closing I want to highlight these words from Paul: “Love never gives up.  Love is eternal.”
The true test of any love is endurance.  Anyone of us can love so long as the circumstances are right and everything is going the way we like.  But to love in the ways Paul describes when circumstances are difficult, when we’re disappointed and discouraged, now that’s genuine Christian love.  
In writing to the church in Corinth, Paul encourages the Corinthians to love one another even as God has loved them.  May it be no less true for us here at Allison as we chart a new course for our future.    AMEN

