The Centrality of Love
4 sermon preached by the Revd. Theodore S. Atkinson on the Fourth Sunday After Epiphany , February
2, 1986 at Knox Presbyterian Church, Kenmore, MY, Soripture Lessons: Jeremish 1:4-10; Psalm 71;
? Cordnthisns 12:27- 1313, uke 4:21-32,

Love is a feeling to be learned. About 20 years ago | read & book by that
title. It was written far people who thought they were in tove. The
author, Walter Trobisch, said that love is something that we must learn.
It's like languege or walking. we don't know instinctively how to love one
ancther. We need to learn how to love. That understanding of love seems
to be the ane spoken of by St. Paut in | Corinthians 13. Love is something
that we learn Lo do before we can begin to feel it. |17 | learn to be patient
with someone and work hard at it; if | ect kind towards someone | don't
really like, and if | work at this, slowly, love as & feeling arises.

__Loveis-central to-the whole-Bible- Out eternsl selvation depends on - -
whether we love. We're saved by & feith that waorks love St. Paul wrote,
How can we say we love God whom we can't see, if we don't act in love
towards people we can see, St. John wrote. Nowhere is the centrality of
love spoken of more beautifully then in 1 Corinthisns 13. Paul weas writing
to & church that was rich in all sorts of spiritual gifts. Some enjoyed the
ecstasy of speaking in tongues. Some exercised the gift of healing. They
had faith that could move maountains. They hoped for Christ’s return with
confidence. It was an evangelistic church. Appearently the Corinthian
church was rapidly growing, teerning with all sorts of young people
converted out of a pagan culture. Their worship was lively and they
fellowshiped together requlerly at church dinners. But there was a serious
flaw in the Corinthian church which called into question everything else.

There was an incredible lack of love in this church. Christians were

taking one another to court. There were jealous factions within the church




that divided them. Many were proud of their spiritual gifis end knowledge
and laoked down on others. Same were incredibly insensitive to the needs
of others in the congregation. At the church pot luck dinners the old
timers brought five course dinnhers which they greedily devoured with
friends they had known for years. [f they noticed the new people at all it
was simply to cormtment on how these new people weren't a5 spiritually
motivated s members used to be. They didn't knoyw as much about the
Bible. They weren't as commitied to the church programs. The standards
for church membership were just not what they used to be. The new
comers and peripheral members came to the church dinners with littie or
no fond. They sat alone and ate what they brought, and went home hungry.

Mov 1T you had asked the old timers, "5 your church & taving church?”

. —Theywould.say, "Yes' -Sorme of the newer members might also agree. Bat-= -

many felt left out and ignored.

| wonder how many of us go away from our services every week hungty,
not far food, but for love. Knox church is rich in many ways. We have a
wonderful heritage. Many of you have & deep knowledge of the Bible. You
have @ beautiful building with spacious classroorns. Look &t this besutiful
sanctuary with its wood paneling and stained glass windows. Listen to our
tremendous chair. We're one of the largest congregations in aur
Presbytery. We give nearly & third of cur budget to missions and many of
you tithe,

The incredible thing is that we can have so many good qualities while
at the same time have so many men and woren hurting inside because they
don't feel loved or appreciated

by-FeHew-Efrtettats—The incredible thing is that we can know Jesus

Christ as our personal Lord and Savior, know the Bible, and yet find it very




difficult to express love for sosve others. We can be 30 sensitive to the
needs of some, and 20 insensitive to the needs of others.

I know that you love one another. 17 there's & tragedy amaong you that
love 1s beautifully expressed. Food is brought. Phone calls are made.
Offers of help come pouring in. But the true test of love is when there are

g tragedies, when there are #o crises; g month after the funeral ar the
divarce when everything has gotten back to normal. The true test of love
inour farmilies is not during crises, but during the every day, often times,
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In 74e Sead shd the Sawer, Laurens Van der Post, a South African

novelist, tells the moving stories of two brothers. The elder brother was
—-strong;-Ltell, intelligent -ar-excelent sthiste and good student. Hisparentg=—
sent him away to & private school in South Africa where he quickly made &
narne for himself. He becarme & respected leader amang his class-mates.
He was looked up to. His brother was six years younger. He wasn't good
looking or especially intelligent a»¢ he was a hunchback. But he had one
great gift. He had & magnificent voice coutd sing 1ike a mightingale.
Eventually the younger brother joined the elder at the same boarding
school. When he got there he was greeted by a cruel miob of school boys
who ganged up on himm and made fun of him. They mocked him. They beat
hitroup. They tore off his shirt to reveal his hunchback. The older brather
was aware of what was going on. He could have gone aut and face this mob
of cruel, sadistic students. He was an old timer in the school with e 1ot of
personal authority. One word from hirm would've put a stop to the whole
scene. He was & leader. He could've gone out there and said that this

strange, deformed bay was his brother. But instead he remained in the




chemistry laboratory doing his work, azhamed of his brother. #e
phelrayed His brather iy whe! he f6iled (o do. He betrayed his
brother by refusing to go out with love when the other needed it.

Well, the younger brother survived the ordeal but he was never the
same again. He never became a real part of the school. He kept to himself
and, most significantly, he stopped singing. Finally he left the school
altogether and went back home. Meanwhile the older brother had become &
soldier in WW . He was stationed in Palestine. One night, Tying outdoors
gazing into the starlit night, he realized what he had dane to his younger
brother in iheir school days. His heart told hitn that he would never have
peace until he went home and asked his brother for forgiveness. And so he

rnade the incredibly difficult wartime journey from Palestine to South

—_ - - -Africe and sought-out-his brother. They-talked long into-the night. He .
?3“ AL T ' -

canfessed how he had betrayed him by what he had #a? done. They cried
together. They embraced. The breach between thern was healed. And
something else happened that night. As the older trother was falling
gsleep he heard the beautiful voice of his younger brother singing once
again.

There are people near you who haven't sung for years. They're in these
pews. Theyre in your office. They've in your class room. 7
factory. They're in your Sunday School class. They may be in your living
roarm this afternoon or in your bedroom tonight. They haven't sung for
years. 7he lragic hing is ikl yau may nal heve even paliced
Let your heart speak to you. Think of those around you. Your naticing them
may enable them to sing again. Your concrete expressions of love for them
rnay awaken tove within them for you and this church. Love is s feeling to

be learned. It isn't something thet comes naturelly. You've got to waork at



being a loving church and o taving people.

"If | speak in the tongues of ren and of angels, but have not love, | am a
noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if | have prophetic powers, and
understand all mysteries snd 811 knowledge, and if | have all faith, so as to
remove mountains, but have not love, | am nothing.”

Lot us pray: Almighty Father, whose blessed Son before his passion prayed for his disciples that
they might be one, as you and he are one: Grant that your Church, being bound tagether in Tove and
obedienne to you, may be united in ons body by the one Spirit, that the world may belizve in him whom
youb have sent, your Son Jesus Chirist our Lord; who lives and reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy
Spirit, sne God, now and for ever. Amen.
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