
It may sound surprising to hear coming from a seminary student, but the concept of love as it’s presented by Jesus and by Paul is a bit confusing for me.  Don’t get me wrong – we talk about it a whole lot, both at seminary and here at Morning Star.  But as we saw in our nutshell tonight, talking about love can be misleading, because there are a multitude of ways we use the word love.  I looked on dictionary.com as I was doing my research, curious about the ways we usually define the word love, and it seems to me we really don’t have a single way we usually define it.  Dictionary.com lists 28 definitions for the word love, and if I asked all of you for a definition for the word love, I’d probably get at least as many answers as there are people here tonight.  The Greek word for love used in both 1 Corinthians by Paul and in Matthew by Jesus – agape – has the same problem.  Despite the fact that there are a few different words for love in Greek, agape is used in a variety of different ways – both in Scripture and outside of it.  While our multitude of definitions for the word love and the Greek word’s similar lack of a single use is something of a problem, I think our real problem is that using the word love to describe the concept Jesus and Paul are talking about is that there really isn’t a single word to describe it, nor is there any easy, logical way to define it.


A webcomic I enjoy reading called xkcd illustrates this point very nicely.  This webcomic is written by a computer scientist and physicist, and the writer usually makes funny points using both computer science and physics.  One of the comics he wrote is simply a list of equations, with a heart in it which represents love.  He tries to derive the heart, take the square root of the heart, multiply the heart, and divide the heart – all with no success.  At the end of the comic he concedes that his usual approach to understanding the world – through equations and logic – is useless here.  So we’re left with a concept that Paul and Jesus call love, but isn’t really love by any of the standard dictionary definitions, nor can it be defined simply in ways we can easily understand.  So the question remains: What is this love that Jesus and Paul speak of?


While there’s not a single metaphor or story that can completely encompass the concept of love, the best example of this kind of love that I’ve found isn’t something that happens in church, nor is it something that humans do.  The best example of this kind of love happens every time I walk in the front door to my home, actually.  My dogs, a pitbull and a german shepherd, who have already started barking in anticipation as I pull in the driveway, run up to the door, tails wagging, tongues hanging out of their mouths just waiting to slobber all over me in what, I suppose, is the best display of affection they are capable of.  It doesn’t matter if I’m carrying something heavy and I yell at them to move out of the way so I can put it down, it doesn’t matter if I’m tired or had a rough day or have a headache and just want to be left alone – which I make clear to them.  It doesn’t even matter if I readily embrace them, pet them, and tell them how much I’ve missed them all day.  No matter my reaction, I know that every time I walk in the door they’re going to be there, waiting as they always are, tails wagging with happiness and excitement.  This love is God’s kind of love, and the kind of love that God expects us to have in all our relationships – with each other and with God.


A few of my seminary professors have tried to illustrate this kind of love as well, with varying degrees of success.  One of them, while he could not come up with a simple way to define it either, spoke of the time in his life when he finally realized what this kind of love is.  That point in his life was the birth of his first child.  He said that when he looked at his daughter the day she was born, what he felt for that child and the ways in which he wanted to protect her and care for her must surely be love.  He made the point that his daughter had done nothing to earn his love – she was only a baby and had just entered the world, and yet he felt that strongly about her.


Both Paul and Jesus take a different approach to trying to define this concept of love.  In both passages of Scripture, we see different ways of describing and talking about love, not through example but through simple descriptions of the qualities of this kind of love.  And while I don’t think these qualities give us any more of a complete picture than the best examples do, they still have something to teach us about God’s kind of love.  The way Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians describes it, this love is ultimately the only thing that matters in our lives.  I could go through seminary, become a great pastor, write several books, learn all sorts of different things about Scripture and about God, and it would all be futile, a wasted effort, if it is not done with this kind of love in my heart and at the center of everything that I do.  For Paul, it’s not so much about what you do but about how you do it.  I remember speaking to a friend a while back about why she no longer goes to church.  She told me that the church was a great place in a way, active in the community, clearly with their hearts in the right place with all they did for the poor and all the Bible study they did and everything.  The pastor’s sermons were great, she liked the education programs they had.  But the people, she said, who attended that church were downright nasty and rude toward her.  They didn’t speak kindly, and she could hardly stand to be around them.  They were doing all the right things, but they lacked love in their hearts, and so, pushed people away.


For Jesus this love is similarly all encompassing.  It is an essential part of our relationship with God – we are to love God with all our heart, all our soul – really a poor translation, the Greek actually says all of our selves or our being – and all of our mind.  In our relationship with God, it’s not so much about what we do either, but more about how we do it.  Whether it’s prayer, worship, or the role we take in the life of our congregation, at the heart of all of it must be love, or it is similarly in vain.  Put another way, if we aren’t praying, worshipping, or taking an active role in the life of our congregation with love, then we may as well not be doing it, because what matters to God is the how of it.  Jesus points out that this kind of love must be present in our relationships with each other as well – love your neighbor as yourself.  Implicit in this statement, and something we often miss, is a need for self-love.  One must love oneself before one can love one’s neighbor.  However, the kind of love we have for ourselves plays a pivotal role here, because this is not the narcissistic kind of self-love that is so prevalent in society today.  Rather, this self-love is the kind of love that says I’m a person, as valued in the eyes of God as any other.  This is the kind of self-love that allows me to recognize that I’m as worthy of being on the receiving end of this love as I am of giving it.  That I – to draw on an earlier example – am jumped on immediately by my dogs when I step in the house with all their love despite not having done anything at all to deserve it.


Another implicit point we often miss about this kind of love is that love of God and love for each other go hand in hand – one cannot exist without the other.  This kind of love isn’t exclusive.  Rather, it’s all or nothing.  The fact that Jesus places the commandment love God with all that we are, and to love neighbor as one loves oneself side by side is not coincidence, nor is it accidental.  One commandment is not more important than the other here – they must exist together.  So, if you say you love God, and act in that manner – or as Paul puts it, you speak in tongues of mortals and angels, have prophetic powers, understand all mysteries, and have faith move mountains – but do not love others as you love yourself you don’t really love God.  And similarly, if you say you love others, and give up everything for them, but do not love God, you have not lived into this love either.


Both Paul and Jesus are clear that this love is something that must be lived into, each and every day.  It is something to grasp at, to struggle and strive for, to seek to understand.  Much like faith and hope, it is not a once and done kind of thing.  I can’t snap my fingers and suddenly have this love.  It’s not something to put on some kind of cosmic or church checklist.  Rather, it is very much like dieting – someone can strive to eat the right foods, and change their lifestyle to do so.  And as long as they keep doing it, if they’re overweight they lose weight and if they’re already healthy they maintain their health.  But as soon as they think that you’re healthy or have lost enough weight and they’re done, and go off the diet, the weight returns.  This love is not simple a piece of a puzzle to be snapped into place; it’s a lifestyle.


The past couple of weeks, we’ve spoken about faith and hope as action words as well as words that influence our lives – they change the way we act and are transformative.  This kind of love is no different.  It isn’t simply sentimental or emotional, though those are certainly components to it.  Rather, this kind of love inspires us to act.  If we love God, then we pray, we attend church, and we participate in the life of a congregation, not because of some sort of duty to do so, but because of that love the we have for God and which God has for us.  Returning to my earlier examples of love, if my seminary professor looked on his daughter when she was born with affection and sentiment, but did not act to take care of her and protect her, to nurture her and help her to grow, can it really be said that he loved her?  And similarly, I know my dogs love me by the way they act when I walk through the door.  It is because of the fact that they run up to me, jump on me, and bark and cry with excitement that I’m home that I know they love me.  As much as love is about the way we act, God’s love is about whether or not we act at all.

While we all continue to struggle with what God’s love truly means, a more important question than exactly what love is emerges.  With all the types of love that we’ve spoken about today, with all the definitions of love this world has, is this love that can only be called God’s love the love which you have in your life and which you strive to live into?  Let us pray.

