Psalm 71

1 Corinthians 13:1-13

Love in a Violent World

There is a great movie that came out a couple of Christmases ago.  In the beginning and end of the movie, there is a narrator that explains that if you ever have trouble believing in love, go to the airport.  There you will see the most beautiful parts of love watching reunions between people.  

Many of us certainly experienced that when we went to the airport to welcome the Aian family on Wednesday: a Sudanese family that our church along with two other Disciples churches in Knoxville is helping to settle in the United States.  We watched as they greeted their family whom they have traveled with over the years from one place to another and now to live permanently in the united states. After a day of much travel and exhaustion, the two families greet each other on the other side of the world- in the Knoxville airport!  It must have hardly seemed real for them as they moved about the throngs of people from the different churches, had their pictures taken, received gifts, and prepared for a new life.

In our text this morning, we are reminded of that kind of beautiful love -= the most magnificent love that people are able to witness together – the love chapter of Corinthians.  It is a text that many of us are familiar with – we have heard it at weddings, some of us might have it hanging in our homes – it is often quoted in picture frames, Christian songs, and it truly seems to get at the heart of what we express love to be as Christians – that agape love
------------------------------------------------------


In fact, beyond Christianity, many of us are taught as children watching Cinderella stories, hearing about a savior whose love conquers all, or listening to the radio songs about love curing all pain – all you need is love.

Many of us have little doubt that love makes all the world go round…

It gives us hope for the world – that as long as we have love – all will be well…

Yet in the same breath, we also know we live in a world with violence and hatred and division.

How do we make sense of this?

-------------------------------------------------------------
This past week, I like many of you, have been watching with horror the last days of 2 young people’s lives here in Knoxville.  It took me by surprise to hear that that two young people would get carjacked in this city.  The violence to their persons that I have been watching in the news and reading about is overwhelming to think about.

Where is the love?

The weekend after the first arrests happened, a good friend of mine who also lives in the city who is African-American, said, “Audrey – I really feel that we need to have some kind of prayer service of racial healing – on top of this violence, there is so much racial hatred being spread after this crime that is so hurtful of all people.”

Where is that love?

On Thursday nights, I am often with the bible study with women from the knox area rescue mission.  There, I hear more stories of violence that I missed in the news.  Just this past week, two of our women witnessed an altercation between two men under the bridge.  There was metal rebar close-by from all of the deconstruction of the bridge they are tearing down.  And during the fight, one man struck another on the head, and our friend explained to us that he was thankfully barely alive – though he was in the hospital.
How can love exist there?

And in your bulletins, you read that last year, the Knoxville/Knox County E911 center received 16,800 domestic violence calls – that’s violence in the home (that’s 44 calls per day,).  Scott and I have been volunteer chaplains at one agency: We have seen how this crime is devastating our community; and destroying relationships in our homes.  I was shocked to learn that in Knox county alone, there have been over 12 domestic violence related murders in the past 3 years and 4 were children aged 1 year and younger.
Where is the love?

-----------------------------------------------------

It would seem that we are taught that love is supposed to be God-given and easy and beautiful, but many of us know that love does not always obviously present itself.  Love does not insure that there will be no pain and violence in this world.

-----------------------------------------------------

To be fair, our writer of Corinthians, Paul , knew life was not easy too.  Life was not simple for the people in Corinth.  The letter that we read today was originally written for a people who were learning to live in love – and they seemed to be pretty far behind the 8 ball as well.  Paul brought all these different kinds of people together around the good news of jesus Christ.  Other than that – they had no business living together – no reason to try to like each other…  And after about three years of trying to be Christians together, they were beginning to fall apart.  They had disagreements about the Lord’s Supper, about spiritual gifts, leadership, marriage – and those disagreements were leading to divisions and fights within the community.  And so – in order to take care of this problem, they decided to write Paul – the man whom they could all agree upon to settle their differences.
And Paul responds by going back to the drawing board.  Instead of solving all their problems directly, he tries to empower them to make their decisions themselves by telling them how to solve their problems – by knowing what love is – if you have love at the core of your thoughts as a community when answering these questions, you will figure it out.  And he explains what love is by telling them what love is NOT:  envy, pride, rudeness, irritability, resentfulness; rejoicing in wrongdoing, …”   (quote 13:4b-6)

----------------------------------------------------------------

It seems obvious when we see those words sitting on that page that where those words are present, we would not want to be and we would not think love was.  Sometimes the gift of words do make what is not obvious very obvious to ourselves so that we hit ourselves on the head – oh duh!  Why was I thinking that those signs of envy, pride, rudeness, irritability, resentfulness and rejoicing in wrong doing were love?!?  it seems obvious, but we also know why paul had to write those words to the Corinthians – because it is easy to get involved and not realize that the relationships we are involved in are in fact, not filled with love, even though we really think they are (even though we think we are)… and sometimes it is hard to see what that love is (and where love is) amid those things that love is not.  

--------------------------------------------------------------------------
This can be very true for women and men who are affected by domestic violence.  The confusion; the pain; sometimes the line between violence and love is very hard to see.  It is a story that too familiar.

Take for instance, Jane…Jane was a third grade school teacher living in a small suburb outside Atlanta.  She loved her life, she loved her students, but she did not yet feel complete.  She came from a loving family and always saw herself as a mother of a big family, but that did not seem to be working out for her.  After searching high and low for a perfect love, Jane began to wonder if she would ever meet Mr. wonderful and start a family.  Then, one day she was eating in one of her favorite restaurants and she ran into an old high school friend who introduced her to one of his new co-workers.  When Jane met him, they had an instant connection.  
Within weeks, Jane’s life felt like it had flipped upside down.  She had never been so happy with anyone in her life; she had never seen such possibilities in life and for once, everything seemed to be going exactly how she had dreamed life could be.

Within a year there were wedding bells. 
And as Jane and Mr. wonderful adjusted to married life and the excitement died down, the difficulty of life began settling in.  First was the combination of finances.  Jane was used to being responsible for her own money.  Now she had to consider both what her husband thought of her expenses and his expenses.  Plus there was the problem of children.  Jane and Mr. wonderful really wanted to have children together and that meant that they had to look at spending in order to save as well.
Then, Mr. wonderful’s job was starting to have problems as well.  H started coming home irritable and cranky.    From time to time, Mr. Wonderful stressed Jane out with his need for control in decisions about where they would live or how they would visit family, but Jane chalked that up to a man who actually cared about their life together.  He obviously cared a lot about her.

Jane really enjoyed her life – her job, her friends, and her family to some extent, but she felt increasingly like any life outside of time with him was not okay and life with him was getting tense as well.  What was once cute jealousy of different men in her life – or even time with her girlfriends  now became points of contention in their relationship.  

Earlier in the relationship, when he had been making her angry, she made the mistake of venting to some of her friends and family.  


Then – it happened.  Mr. wonderful came home after being gone after a night of drinking.  He was convinced she was having an affair.  After a long tirade about controlling herself and her audacious way of acting with men, Jane yelled back at him that he ought to calm down and that what she did outside of the house was no matter to him.  Mr. wonderful did something he had never done – he hit her.  they were both shocked.


Not knowing what to do, she went into their bedroom locked the door, and did not talk to him the rest of the night.  Mr. wonderful began apologizing right away, but soon decided it best to sleep it off.


In the morning, she came out of her bedroom to flowers, a sweet note with an apology… it would never happen again.  

Everything seemed a lot better after that.  Mr. Wonderful was getting home pretty happy and he was doing well at work.  Then she became pregnant.  She was really happy at first – and so was Mr. Wonderful, but as all of the doctor’s bills were coming in, Mr. Wonderful’s job was becoming more stressful too.  
Then one night, before she even realized how bad his behavior had gotten again, she found him home again from a night of drinking and watching tv and yelling. She yelled back and he laughed and pushed her aside.  Without realizing what happened, she lost her balance and fell.   Rather than stay home, she went to her sisters.

The next day after her sister was gone, he came to her house and found jane alone and he cried, and apologized and reminded her of that sweetness that was always there.  He swore he would never do it again…

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------

It would be nice to say that if we just believed that Jesus was savior; if we just believed that violence would stop; if we just stuck with a marriage and believed it had to work,  then the pain and fear and violence would go away – if we just believed in love enough. But sometimes it is not that simple.  Sometimes life is not that easy to understand as we see the divisions between people, the fences between family members, and the frustrations in the world.  
Paul is not saying that if we love the right way, it will always work; instead, Paul explains what love is NOT – it is not envy – it is not the need to control – it is not irritability or resentfulness.  And then he also explains what love is.   
---------------------------------------------------------------

It is more than a feeling, it is actually an action. “Love is patient; love is kind; …It does not insist on its own way; …it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in truth.  It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.  Love never ends.”

Love is an action. 

For Jane, her marriage was not experiencing what love was for a long time.  And her expression of love was not reciprocated by her husband.

I do not pretend to have all the answers for people like Jane, for Knoxville which continues to bleed with racism, violence, drugs, and hatred.  And for people like us who continue to come face to face with a world that continually challenges us to be violent, and live in fear.  

I have to admit – that perhaps like you i begin to wonder if there is any hope to this myth of romance; to this love of God – to a place and time where we might truly “all get along” and love one another through our actions and not our thoughts:

We live in a world in which violence surrounds us and love can seem so easily squashed out.  
In some ways – as we listen to paul’s words together, it can feel as though God is pushing us to be aliens in a foreign land. To not react in the ways that we want to react.  To live as strangers in a world whose lessons are hard learned – in a world that is full of violence.

But in this poetic prose, paul gives us hope.  He excites his listeners by explaining that to live in love is not to live by the standards and violence of the world, but to live in a new age following a new way of life….
A life in which we DECIDEDLY turn from the violence, the division, the envy, the rage, the fear,  
A life in which we turn from these childish ways of the world – and we become like an adult – 
A life in which we begin to live in a world in which we can come together around things that last – in which we come face to face with each other through God’s love – forming a different kind of community.
Perhaps this world is not possible  - but just perhaps – with god’s help we can make it so – 
* through our creation of safe space for one another – and not through fear in both our intimate relationships and in our communities; 

*  through our creation of life together – and not through destruction of others and the world.  

and with the voices of those crying in the past, we cry out together, our psalm this morning 

“For you, O Lord, are my hope, my trust, O Lord, from my youth.  Upon you I have leaned from  my birth; it was you who took me from my mother’s womb.  My praise is continually of you.

----------------------------------------------

We are invited to go forth this week accepting the love that God wishes to share with us and taking that love before the world – a love we only know through God.
Where are places that God is calling you to live into love with others?  Where do you see God calling you to step away from the childish pains of the world and entering into a life of maturity and love into community?

