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Our reading from Paul’s letter to the Corinthians is, aside from John 3:16, probably the most recognizable text 

in the New Testament. It has led to sales of poorly made inspirational posters and coffee mugs, and has been 

heard in thousands upon thousands of weddings. Paul’s tribute to love is beautiful, don’t get me wrong; But I 

really don’t think it has anything to do with romance. The word itself is hard to define because it is so 

subjective. We, as well as those around us, are more than often loved poorly, incompletely, or conditionally. 

Psychologists can tell you that if this type of love occurs in our lives often enough, we begin to assume that 

maybe we are undeserving of unconditional love.  

 

I spent some time reflecting on things I did as an impressionable teenager to try and make myself more 

loveable. I lost twenty pounds, I tried to not use big words to dumb myself down, I laughed at jokes even when 

they weren’t funny. I was talking to this guy and pretended to like football, even though I am a diehard lacrosse 

fan. I tried showing people parts of myself I deemed loveable, and if I lacked those parts, I just manufactured 

some.  

 

Being a sociology major, I study the nature of messages of what is socially OK and what is not, and the manner 

is which these messages are transmitted. Girls who exemplify strength and intelligence are taught to act ditzy 

and helpless, the classic damsel in distress. Tender hearted boys are a joke, and learn to toughen up if they’re 

ever going to produce any social capital. I remember a friend telling me she was pulled aside by a male Sunday 

School teacher in her conservative church, and insisted she cease answering questions in class to give the boys a 

chance, who should be the only ones actually answering the questions.  

 

A similar example is Cooper, the two-year-old I’ve recently started babysitting. Cooper is downright obsessed 

with superheroes. He can sing the theme songs of Spiderman and the Incredible Hulk in his sleep, while 

wearing their costumes. His mother, Tess, rather than trying to stop it, lets Cooper be passionate about 

something he loves, which will benefit him immensely later in life. Because let me tell you from experience, 

there is nothing more crippling to a child to refuse to listen to them talk about something they love; and instead 

saying “Shut up, no one cares.” 

 

I’ve recently discovered some of the writings of a Catholic friar Richard Rohr. He claims that a big part of 

assessing what love is, is assessing how we deal with pain. Do we transmit it, or do we transform it? Someone 

spiritually healthy will perform that latter, while someone lacking in the spiritual health department will do the 

former. The mirror in which we might see ourselves as God sees us gets dimmer and dimmer, the more pain and 

brokenness is transmitted to us, rather than transformed. As we begin to see ourselves and others through a lens 

of sin and brokenness, the mirror becomes so dim we can barely see our reflection. And the pain of not knowing 

who we truly are becomes transmitted through arrogance, impatience, unkindness, envy, and selfishness.  

 

If you were ever bullied as a child, I’m sure your mother said something like this: “Bullies are bullies because 

of the hurt inside, they feel they have to spread it.” But this can be applied to so many other situations, including 

the church at Corinth. Corinth was the church plant gone bad. They were transmitting their hurt and sin, and 

were expecting to be loved poorly, so they loved poorly in return. When we feel undeserving and unworthy of 

love, we do stuff that’s, for lack of a better term, unhelpful. The letter to Corinth wasn’t written to provide a 

sentimental reading for their weddings. The truth is, Paul was ripping them a new one. He was tired of them 

bickering and competing and overall being extremely dysfunctional. They were not using their spiritual gifts 

productively, and used these gifts for competition. They were being petty and prideful and ridiculous. Paul was 

desperately trying to remind them who they were.  

 



He didn’t try telling them who they were through historical or biological terms, but by telling them about love, 

and love alone. Not the emotion we know as love, not the sentiment of love, and not the romance of love. 

Because I have yet to see a card at Hallmark with “I love you so much I will endure you,” or “My love for you 

bears all things.” Paul writes of Love as the origin and source of all. He writes of Love as God, and God as 

Love. The Love Paul speaks of doesn’t have to do with feeling nice and comfy in our little bubbles, it’s about 

the truth. The truth of who we are through the eyes of a God who knows us fully. 
 

Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for mushy and sentimental love, but this isn’t the place for it. This Love is tough 

and unwilling to yield, no matter how much we refuse. This Love is full of patience and kindness and self-

giving, and isn’t rude or boastful. Here’s what’s scary about this kind of Love, it can’t be manipulated. There is 

no amount of weight loss, piety, personality management, big smiles, or strained pretense that can affect this 

Love. In the absence of manipulation, we stand bare before the eyes of God. This Love is found in the gaze of 

God aas God looks at us naked and whole. This type of love is characterized by the giver, not the receiver. Gone 

are the strivings and manipulations and efforts to make ourselves more loveable. This is just a fact of life: not 

everyone is going to like you, and vice versa. In the Gaze of the beloved, we are not loved because we are 

known, we are known because we are loved. 
 

We are known by God because we are loved by God. Think about that. The truth of who we were before any 

pain and hurt was transmitted to us by those who were hurting and in pain… before we forgot our song, we 

were loved. Paul says, “For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face.” In this life, we 

manipulate ourselves and our image and our loved ones and see only dimly, like when I leave my glasses at 

home. In this life, we gaze in the mirror and see only part of who we are, and some days the image is totally 

reversed. Fortunately, we have the promise that in the fullness of times, we will see face to face with God. 

Because Paul writes "Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known." 
 

The truth of who you are is found in the eyes of God, not in the eyes of this world. It is the love of God who 

created this world and called it Good. It is the love of a God who brought the Israelites out of slavery, who fed 

Ruth and Naomi, who walked among us as Jesus of Nazareth. It is the love of God who knit you together in 

your mother’s womb that gets to tell you who you are. Nothing else. Not the media, not a family who wishes 

you were different, and yes, not even yourself. Only the God who knows and loves every human fully can tell 

them who they are. And this is true of everyone, the good the bad and the boring.  
 

One of the closest I came to witnessing this kind of Love in the was in one of the religion classes I took at 

Sacred Heart. My professor, a female rabbi, had us watch the movie Dead Man Walking. In this film, Sister 

Helen Prejean offers pastoral care to a murderer who took the lives of a teenage couple. He was a despicable, 

wretched man. But her faith in a loving God allowed her, moments before the man’s execution, to say to him, "I 

want the last face you see in this world to be the face of love, so you look at me when they do this thing. I'll be 

the face of love for you."   
 

Another example of this Love is this day, Reconciling in Christ Sunday. This is one of my favorite days at 

Salem. It reminds me of the love and joy that radiates from this building and those who inhabit it. Our 

Affirmation of Welcome alone gives me goose bumps. “We believe that Christ calls us to reconciliation and 

wholeness in a world of alienation and brokenness.  As disciples of Christ seeking justice and reconciliation 

between peoples, we at Salem welcome, without exception, all people regardless of sex, race, sexual 

orientation, gender identity, physical-mental ability or disability, age or station in life.  We recognize that each 

person is a unique creation of God and by the grace of God is called a “Child of God.” 
 

I think the most important part of Paul’s message is to be like Sister Helen, and be the face of love for each 

other. This way we know that we are loved by God and free to live in this love until we are raised on the last 

day. We are free to transform our pain and suffering into the love of Christ in a hurting world. Free to see 

ourselves in the impeccable lense that God sees us. This is my goal from day to day. I don’t do this to maintain 

a “holier than thou” mentality, but because I know that I am loved, and it would be a shame to keep that bottled 

up inside. Seeing just a glimpse of this Love, wanting it, and moving toward it, brings us closer to what is 

promised to us forever. That we will see God, who is Love, face to face.   Amen 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


