Nothing Strong Without It 					9/7/47





Scripture: I Corinthians 13





I have read from the Bible this morning one of the greatest passages out of its well-nigh-unlimited treasury.  Paul had been discussing the various gifts or talents with which people make their contribution to good living -- prophecy, teaching, healing, governing, translating, interpreting, and so on.  Then he went on to say that all of these things are cheap, or useless, without “charity.”





Now that word, “charity,” has come to have an unfortunate connotation in our times.  It carries with it the flavor of self-satisfied benevolence -- the giving of help to the poor and needy in order to prove that the giver’s heart is in the right place -- a sort of self-satisfied, self-righteous tone.  It is degenerate in Christianity and is comparable to the Buddhist degeneracy of doing a kindness; not so much to be kind or help someone as to pile up credits in a sort of cash-price heaven.  Its frame of mind is not unlike the custom of certain oriental religionists who tie written prayers on a wheel which whirls endlessly in the wind, each revolution representing a repetition of the prayer and supposedly cultivating that much more favor with the Divinity.





Of course that is not Paul’s meaning -- nor is it a true meaning at all.  We have in our modern use of the word “charity” a modification, or corruption, of its better used at the time English translators used it to fit Paul’s meaning.  Modern translators have used in its stead, the word “love.”  “Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, and have not love, I am become as sounding brass.”  “Though I bestow all my goods to feed the poor --- and have not love, it profits me nothing.”  And so on throughout the passage.





Now we have had enough of one kind of love in poetry, fiction and movies to associate it chiefly with the attraction between man and woman; with romance; as something one helplessly falls into or out of which one falls.  Or it may be associated with parental indulgence or filial dependence.  It is a bit stupid to allow such a narrow meaning to get away with a splendid word, and I for one think that we moderns should hang on to the word and take the trouble to explore the richness and dignity of the word “love.”





Think now with me about this great chapter from the pen and spirit of Paul.  “Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels.”  Like most else, speech has been accelerated in our time.  If we accept it, it spreads itself before us in voluminous daily newspapers.  It pounds our ears all day long from the radio.  Conversation is almost as easy by telephone - even with those at great distances - as talking with one in the next room.  Was it Chesterton who remarked, “What a pity it is that just now, when all our methods of communicating with each other have developed to the ‘nth’ degree, we should have so very little of any importance to communicate?”  “Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, and have not charity (have not love), I am become as sounding brass” -- noisy enough like an empty-headed bell with a long tongue -- “or a tinkling [even clanging] cymbal.”





Suppose we take into consideration all preachers, and professors of philosophy, who try to explain God to the world - to “prophesy.”  “Though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries, and all knowledge.”  Consider also those whose sheer trust in God brings about the miraculous -- “though I have faith, so that I could remove mountains -- and have not ‘love,’ I am nothing.”





Or what about those whose material means and individual interest enables them to build libraries, endow foundations, provide new housing facilities -- philanthropists, humanitarians, and also martyrs in every good cause, patriots and scientists.  “Though I bestow all my goods to feed the poor, and though I give my body to be burned -- and have not love, it profiteth me nothing.”





Strong words, those - brother Paul - very strong indeed!  What is he talking about, as though nothing were strong or worthy without it?  What is this missing ingredient, this lost chord, this devitalizing lack which turns apparently good acts into barren futility? 





There is little question about the considerable desert of futility in our time.  Before the war, Will Durant drew up a long list of the good things people have been taught -- and what has come of it.  He said: “We have taught them to read, and we have ‘talkies’ and the ‘tabloids.’  We invented the radio, and listen in our homes to the music of savages and the prejudices of mobs.  We give them unprecedented wealth - miraculous automobiles, luxurious travel - only to find that peace departs as riches come, that automobiles over-ride morality and connive crime, that quarrels grow bitter as the spoils increase....  We dreamed of socialism,” said Mr. Durant, “and find our souls too greedy to make it possible....   We dreamed of emancipation and find corrupt machines and murderous gangs; these are the instruments with which we poor intellectuals planned to build Utopia.”





Well, I think Mr. Durant painted a dark and one-sided picture; he probably did it with a purpose.  I hope my automobile and yours is not being used to connive crime.  And there are, here and there on the dial of the radio, by the dial of the clock, some excellent and soul-improving programs (there could be more if enough of us wanted them earnestly enough!)  Not every family fights over the inheritance, and not even every corporation is out to gouge its profits out of everyone else.





But there is enough of what Will Durant talks about to demand very thoughtful attention.  What is it, the lack of which ruins human knowledge, and human power, human kindness and human freedom?  Why is it that marvelous discoveries, splendid inventions, generous-appearing acts so often “turn to ashes,” leaving only broken reminders of what might have been?





Could it be “charity” in our meaning of the word -- the kind that dribbles out some clothing and a few dollars for the underprivileged?  Let’s not discount it.  But to be satisfied with it, leaving untouched any of the conditions that call for it, is either hypocritical or stupid, isn’t it?





All of us know the answer - you and I, and Christian folk everywhere.  The lost chord, the missing quality in these dissilusionments of mankind, is this thing that Paul is discussing under the name of “charity” or “love” - the thing that Jesus taught and lived - the thing that is the very heart of all the New Testament meaning.  Added to life - infused into life - it makes living bloom like a rose.  Subtracted or withheld from life -- living turns to disappointment and ashes.





Love is more than a bit elusive to those “who go after it.”  Perhaps I sign a letter, “With kindest regards and every good wish, sincerely yours” -- but that isn’t it.  You wish your friends and acquaintances “Good luck!”  But that isn’t it.  I might go so far as to get my face slapped, and do nothing about it, except turn the other cheek; but that isn’t it.  You may overbrim with what you believe to be forgiveness, never cherish a grudge, pray God to make everybody happy - friend and foe alike -- but that isn’t it.





Lack all of these things, and we make our world poorer.  But lack what the New Testament is talking about, and the kind of world we want is impossible!  All of the defined virtues become hollow without it, just as Jesus found all of the majestic religious heritage of his people incomplete and sterile without it.





The Bible is made up of what happens when God loves.  Perhaps we may see what love means by recalling for a moment the long story.  It is about a wandering tribe of Hebrew people who, under pinch of famine, trekked down to Egypt and somehow became slaves.  After years of being beaten and kicked, one of them had the idea that they were supposed to get out into the desert.  So they defied Pharaoh’s army and scuttled out under cover of darkness.  After 40 long years, they came to a tiny country and tried to make it their own.  They won a foothold - though not much more than that!  Tossed by the rush of mighty nations, they were carried off into exile.  Here and there voices kept crying that they should hope on!  Some of them did struggle home later and pitch huts among the ruins of Jerusalem.  And the sad city grew again - its glory gone.





Centuries later a boy sat reading in Nazareth; kept poring over the past; over Isaiah, Jeremiah -- hummed the old hymns of David.  Perhaps he wondered a great deal at first; but he became more certain with the approach of manhood.  One morning in the synagogue, when he had finished reading from the scripture and had laid aside the scroll, he put in words what it was that had grown upon him.  “This day,” said he, “is this scripture fulfilled in your ears.”  And he went out to do something effective about human life.  History doesn’t record too much success.  It seems he was killed while a young man, for what he tried to do.  But what he was, and what happened to him, is what happened because God so loved the world.  God took a lot of pains with His world -- and he gave a lot of pains, too, to a lot of his people.





Do you see how far God is from just a benevolent sort of Being who wishes everybody well -- and doesn’t care much what we are like?  The love that is at the core of this universe is a stern and splendid thing, deep and often tragic, especially as it encounters pain and evil.  It is not merely a comfortable warmth; it is a consuming fire -- creative, enduring, unquenchable.  Often we may wish for less of it, for living can look easier without it.  But whatever you do, don’t step it down as you sit meditating in the presence of God over that whisper in your soul from one who says to you, “This is my commandment, that ye love one another, as I have loved you.”





You’ve heard people say that they are willing to let bygones be bygones.  They may even quote this chapter: “Love beareth all things, endureth all things.”  If Jesus of Nazareth had been no more than that kind of stoic “endurer” the world would have forgotten another carpenter and we would never have heard of him!  This “love” that the New Testament talks about doesn’t run off and leave unhappy situations where they were when it found them.  It doesn’t cultivate the good neighbor from motives of so-called “enlightened self-interest” - somehow I deeply mistrust that phrase!  How do you feel toward somebody who does for you what you want in order to get from you what he wants?  Is there any likelihood that we can ever organize a permanent home, an enduring business, nation, or world on such a principle?





It is not clear that we’ve got hold of what it will take to make permanent peace among nations, so long as each is concerned only with its own “enlightened self-interest.”  There is a passion for this earth about us that has to be rooted at the foot of a cross if it roots itself anywhere -- that calls for repentance.  It calls to Cain, “Where is thy brother Abel?”  And it asks Able too.  We may call it visionary if we like, but no nation or individual is going to be saved except by a deeper, sterner love.





It doesn’t mean that everyone has to like everyone else.  I’m not sure Jesus liked Judas.  But he loved him so deeply that he could at least get out the word “friend” when the betrayer kissed him at night in the garden.





“Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels” --  God speed us in the learning of what is lacking there!  It is later than we think!  Truth is getting impatient.  O that we may find it and love it and be it with all our selves, while there is yet time!





-------------
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