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Love

February 14, 2010

©Rev. Sally B. White
Reading:  For we know only in part, and we prophesy only in part; but when the complete comes, the partial will come to an end.  When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child; when I became an adult, I put an end to childish ways.  For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face.  Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known.  And now faith, hope and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love. 

[1 Corinthians 13:9-13].

Sermon:  Last fall, I was thinking ahead to the shape of this church year, to the sermons I might preach.  “What is faith?” someone asked.  “And what does faith mean to and for Unitarian Universalists?  Why don’t we plan a service on faith, and you can write a sermon on it.”

And in my mind, Paul’s words echoed: “faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love.”

And so a sermon series was born: “Faith” in October; “Hope” in November, as an introduction to Advent; and “Love” on Valentine’s Day.

What makes these three theological virtues such rich topics for services and for sermons is their very centrality to our lives as human beings, and our yearnings as spiritual beings.  Faith, hope, and love, these three, touch all of us, all our lives, in ways at once universal and intimately personal.

In their universality, faith and hope and love link us to one another and to the divinity that moves within and between and beyond us.  “God is love,” some say, and I hear that to mean that the most mysterious, most profound, most transcendent experiences of knowing and being known are the experiences of loving and being loved.  For love calls us out of ourselves, out of our boundaries and our finitude, into relationship, into creativity, into possibility.  “Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known.”

In their particularity, faith and hope and love are rooted in the deepest and the most personal aspects of our experience of life on this earth.  Each of us grounds our faith in our own unique experience, places our hope in something unique to us.  And love – more than anything, love – means something different to each one of us, and to each of us something different from age to age, from season to season, from time to time within our lives.  When you hear me say “love,” you cannot assume that you know what I mean.  When I hear you say “love,” I cannot assume that I know what you mean.

And so it was that when it became known that today’s service, and today’s sermon, would take “love” as their theme, I began to get questions and suggestions about how the sermon might be shaped.

“Will you talk about human love?” someone asked me.  “Valentine’s Day is the perfect time to talk about the ways in which we can and do – and sometimes do not – love and respect ourselves and other people.  Remember the first of the Principles that form the covenant of the Unitarian Universalist Association: our congregations covenant to affirm and promote ‘the inherent worth and dignity of every person.’  Now there’s a message of love!”

“Will you talk about love for the Earth and all creation?” someone else asked me.  “On Valentine’s Day, we can broaden our horizons; expand our definition of love beyond just loving people.  Remember our seventh principle: to affirm and promote ‘respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.’  Now there’s a message of love!”

And so the conversation began.  For good preaching, in a vital congregation, is indeed a conversation.  Most often, the sermon opens the conversation, serving as an introduction to the topic and an invitation to each individual who hears, and to groups within the congregation, to take the conversation deeper and wider.  It can happen within you as you listen, or in days or weeks or months to come; it can happen between people; it can radiate outward in space, in time, as new ways of being and new ways of acting.   It can manifest itself in thoughts or feelings discovered or shared; in calls to action, individually or collectively; in the transformation of a life or a way of living or a relationship or a community.  In this case, the conversation began long before the sermon was even written.  “Love” touched a nerve, “love” tapped into the yearnings of the human spirit, and the conversation began.

And immediately, the conversation was enlarged beyond our walls, linking this sermon, this service, this congregation to larger movements that also seek to explore and expand our relationship with love, and that seek to reimagine Valentine’s Day in ways that transcend and transform conventional hearts and flowers and sentimentality.

Within the Unitarian Universalist movement, today has been designated National Standing on the Side of Love Day.  “Standing on the Side of Love,” is an alliance and a campaign for education and advocacy around issues of marriage equality and action to counter oppression.  The “Standing on the Side of Love” initiative takes its name from a statement made in 2004 by the Rev. William Sinkford, then president of the Unitarian Universalist Association of Congregations (the UUA).  As reported in the Fall 2005 issue of UU World magazine, Unitarian Universalist musician Jason Shelton was attending a meeting in president Sinkford’s office at UUA headquarters in Boston.  “Word came that President Bush had just called for a constitutional ban on same-sex marriage, and the meeting was interrupted so that Sinkford could draft an immediate response. … One of the things he said was, ‘We stand on the side of love,’” Shelton says. “It just struck me.  As he talked, I started writing down words. I literally heard the song in my head.  I went home [Jason Shelton is Minister of Music at the First Unitarian Universalist Church of Nashville, Tennessee], and my choir did it that Sunday, and it was sung at a rally at the Massachusetts State House, and congregations in California used it for a Standing on the Side of Love Sunday in February.  It’s just taken off from there.” [http://www.uuworld.org/life/articles/1831.shtml]
“Standing on the Side of Love” was our choir’s anthem this morning.
But the Standing on the Side of Love initiative has other roots as well.  The Fall 2009 issue of the UU World reports,

The campaign was started in response to the shooting last year at the Tennessee Valley Unitarian Universalist Church in Knoxville, Tenn.  On July 27, 2008, Jim David Adkisson walked into the church’s sanctuary during the performance of a children’s musical and began firing a shotgun, killing two and injuring six. Among the fatalities and the injured were members of TVUUC and Westside Unitarian Universalist Church, also in Knoxville. …

After the shooting, both Knoxville congregations pledged to remain open and welcoming—and many religious communities from across the theological and political spectrum rushed to provide food, comfort, and assistance.”

[Then-president Sinkford envisioned a visibility campaign that built on this experience.]

“Every day people are targeted because of identities which are somehow deemed ‘okay to hate,’” Sinkford continued. “We are called to use our public presence to more actively stand up with and for those who are targets for violence, exclusion, or oppression because of who they are.” [http://www.uuworld.org/news/articles/147261.shtml]
And so today, Unitarian Universalist congregations are called to join with those from many religious traditions across the nation to participate in National Standing on the Side of Love Day, a day of service, worship, faith outreach, and partnership with interfaith partners and community organizations in support of marginalized communities and disenfranchised people.
A press release from campaign organizers states:

We must reject turning inward and remember the most vulnerable and marginalized amongst us.  On National Standing on the Side of Love Day, we proudly stand with those who are discriminated against because of who they are.  We are boldly standing on the side of love in the face of fear.  … 

In all of the world’s religions, love is upheld as a central tenet. We seek to harness this unifying and transformative power of love to stop oppression. [http://www.standingonthesideoflove.org/reimagining-valentines-day/]

Standing on the Side of Love is about the transformative and imperative power of human love.

Interfaith Power and Light is “a religious response to global warming.”  Thirty state affiliates – representing 10,000 congregations from a rainbow of faith traditions – offer education, advocacy, inspiration and resources for individuals and groups to raise the visibility of “our sacred duty to protect the environment”; to “Love God, Heal Earth.”  This weekend, IPL has organized a national preach-in on global warming.  In words from IPL’s website

This Valentine’s Day Weekend, people of faith are celebrating by loving God’s creation.

Over 400 congregations are preaching sermons and hosting educational events on global warming as a moral issue. They’re also encouraging congregants to mail in post card “valentines” to their senators asking for a comprehensive climate bill…

All across the country, from the capital to the heartland, communities of faith are taking a stand, spreading the word about our love for God’s creation, and insisting on substantive legislative change that honors and protects the planet, creates jobs, and increases national security. [http://interfaithpowerandlight.org/]

This congregation is one of those 400 participating congregations.  Our member Penny Hooper is a member of the Board of Directors of the North Carolina Chapter of IPL, and after the service Penny will be available, with a selection of resource materials, to talk with you.

Interfaith Power and Light was founded by the Rev. Sally Bingham, and ordained Episcopal priest who, in 2008, was installed as Canon for the Environment in the Episcopal Diocese of California.  In her sermon written for today, Rev. Bingham celebrates the moral imperative and the transformative power of the faith community:

The definition of what it means to be human is being redefined and a collective consciousness is surfacing. Never before has the human species been called into a shared global purpose as has become evident. AND moral values are working their way to the top of the priority list. It is the faith community playing a role in this.

Christians have realized that protecting the environment is about protecting all species of which humans are only one. Political issue or not we have a moral obligation to protect what God loves and called good. We are called to serve one another and leave a healthy future for generations to come.  … Evangelicals are in a race with Protestants as to who will have the loudest voice in the Senate over climate legislation.  … Jews, Hindus and Catholics all have statements and declarations about mitigation for the poor as we make the transition to clean energy.  It is poor and vulnerable communities who contribute the least to the problem, but suffer the most from

the consequences.

The faith community is standing up for underserved populations. It is exciting and I think it is what has caused the tipping point and brought the climate issue to the stage it is now. The search for solutions has replaced the need to convince people that global warming is real.  … 


Thus on this Valentine’s Day we will invite the earth and our neighbors to be our valentines. We can begin showing acts of Love toward our neighbor and love toward nature.

The Interfaith Power and Light Preach-in on Global Warming is about the transformational and imperative power of love that transcends humanity and reaches out to the interdependent web of all existence.

And both of these initiatives embody love.  Both of these initiatives call us out of the sheltering walls of this sanctuary into engagement with justice and compassion, with humanity and divinity, with the universals and with the particulars of human existence – and this is the hallmark of love.  They beckon us out of ourselves, out of our boundaries and our finitude, into relationship, into creativity, into possibility – and this is the hallmark of love.  They ask us to move out of what is familiar, out of what is comfortable, into risk, into courage, into more life – and this is the hallmark of love.  They exhort and inspire and excite us beyond sentiment, beyond fear, into growth, into action, into service – and this is the hallmark of love.  They move us out of the partial and towards the complete – and this is the hallmark of love.  And now faith, hope and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love.

If the seat of love is the heart, then take a moment now, in silence, to open your heart, to find there what love means to you, on this Valentine’s Day.  The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music
May love be with you.

Amen and blessed be.

