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Allen Pruitt

This is the first Sunday I ever preached.
Twelve years ago
at my home parish of St. Peter’s in Rome, Georgia.

I think it was the first Sunday in February,
but it was the same day in the church year:

the Fourth Sunday after the Epiphany.

What a Sunday to preach:
First Corinthians chapter 13.

“Love is patient,
love is kind.”
Love, love, love.

I can’t think of a more famous piece of scripture.
Maybe “In the beginning.”
Or “Moses said to Pharaoh,

let my people go!”
Surely something Jesus said is more famous,

but we like to ignore Jesus,
because he mostly talks about money and repentance,

although come to think of it,
“Let he who is without sin cast the first stone”

would probably make any list of famous Bible passages.
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So there I was,
23 years old,
nervous as a teenager at the high school dance.

And I was supposed to say something about love,
“Love is patient,
love is kind,
love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude

…It bears all things,
believes all things,
hopes all things,
endures all things.

Love never ends.”

When you are 23 years old,
you believe all that.

And I had every reason to believe it.
Laid out before me

was a church full of people who loved me,
not to mention my parents and my grandmother.

When you are 23 years old,
you believe all that stuff,

“Love is patient,
love is kind
…Love never ends.”
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But then you get out on your own.
The world gets you out,

all alone.

My easy world was broken.
And I had to wonder,

is love at an end?

And you meet people,
your friends,
your one true love (maybe over and over again),
and people who challenge you every step of the way.

And you find out
that love is not as easy as you remembered,
and certainly not as easy as you’d like it to be.

We all run up against it,
in some kind of love,

some time:
a little time passes,
a little life happens.

We work and they work;
nobody holds back ANYTHING.

And still love comes to an end.

Or at the very least,
you find out

that work and compassion and good intentions
are not always enough.

Sometimes your best love is not enough.
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A bitter truth to learn at any age.
But we all learn it eventually.

The truth that no matter how much love you have,
no matter how hard you work,

sometimes things just die

Even with love,
we will sometimes fail.

Even with love,
success is never guaranteed.

But was success ever the guarantee?
Was success

or winning
or power ever even offered?

The Bible is full of stories,
and if we could flip through

and find even a single one
about winning or success,

I would be surprised.

Almost every story
is about God calling

and people failing.
God calling,

and people being afraid.
God calling

and people dying.
But God keeps calling.

Even calling new life
out of the grave.
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Jesus proclaimed the gospel.
He did everything that Paul was talking about.
He loved the way we can never love.

And he DID NOT WIN.

Not by any measure that we would understand,
not in any way that we can appreciate.

He did it.
He did it all,

    all the right things.

And they nearly threw him off a cliff,
in his own hometown.

He did it.
He loved them.

All of them.
All of us.

And eventually
…he got killed for his trouble.

Jesus is not about success.
Jesus is not about our life turning out the way we always thought it could

or about being our best selves.

Jesus is about dying.
And then,

getting resurrected.

The end is not success,
the end is not winning.

The end is new life.
Which can only happen when you die.
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As we are soon to journey through Lent,
it seems a good question:

which part of me needs to die?

A happier way to ask the same question:
which part of me needs to be resurrected,

needs to be made new?

Is there some part of ourselves
that we are holding back

from the love of God?

Some piece of our hearts
that keeps suggesting that it’s ok

if you can’t love fully
or you aren’t loved fully?

Some voice undercutting our souls,
telling us to hold on to our abundance

because we might not ever get any more?
Some voice whispering the lie

that we somehow deserve the hurt
that others send our way?

Whatever your voice,
whatever your wound,

whether it stops you from loving others,
or stops you from loving yourself,

I wonder what might happen
if we let it die?

I wonder what might happen
if it were raised to new life?
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Somebody told me about an exercise they did one time,
using this 1 Corinthians passage.

The exercise has you insert your name
every time the word “love” appears.

“Love is patient, love is kind,
love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude.”

Hmm.
Let me try:

Allen is patient,
Allen is kind;
Allen is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude.

Nope;
can’t do it.

Allen tries.
I try to be patient

but I am not.
I so desperately want to be kind,

but too often
I cannot manage it.

I vacillate wildly
between envy

and smug self-satisfaction.
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But don’t forget the last one too,
“Love never ends.”

I will end.
I have had many endings.
I have died many times.

Kicking and screaming,
peacefully,
resigned to my fate.

I have died.
And I have been born again.

Because of God.
Because God makes new life,
because God opens tombs

and empties graves
and gives new life

to old, dry bones.
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I suppose I should try,
and keep trying.

But this love that is patient and kind,
never envious or boastful or arrogant or rude.

This love that never dies.
That is the love of God.

The love that made us.
The love that calls us to impossible acts of service.
The love that finds us

every time we wander off.
The love of God.

The love that asks so much,
more than we can give,
and then makes up the difference.

The love of God.


