The Love of God
Sermon preached to incoming students of The Queen's Foundation for Ecumenical Theological Education on 17th September 2007, the start of the academic year.
It seemed to Michael Jagessar and me very appropriate that the first mid-day service for the new year in the Foundation should be a meditation and a celebration of the love of God, but in view of the fact that the hymns describe the love of God as ‘a deep where all our thoughts are drowned’, as ‘uncomprehended and unbought, beyond all measure and all thought’, it is hard going for the speaker.  However, the problem of how to speak about the incomprehensible does not always seem to bother preachers, so I shall do my best.  But where to start?  Should we begin with the philosophical problems, and wonder what meaning the proposition that God loves us can have in the midst of such human suffering?  Or shall we begin with our own experience of being sustained by faith in God’s love in times of trouble?

I am sure there is an important place for such witness and testimony, but even here we suspect that our warmest experiences of what we believe to be God’s love are shot through with self deception, with verbal slogans, with stereotypes taken from childhood and so on.

So since it seems hard to speak of what we can hardly understand, the love of God, I have decided to start with what we know all too well, our human love, and to see where that takes us.

I have ransacked popular music for insights into love, and there is lots of it.  Some of you may remember an old song called ‘You always hurt the one you love’.  The lyric goes like this:
You always hurt the one you love

The one you shouldn’t hurt at all.

You always take the sweetest rose

And crush it till the petals fall.

You always break the kindest heart

With a careless word

You can’t recall.

So if I broke your heart last night, it’s because I love you most of all.

When I said that some of you might remember this, I was being rather cautious.  It reached number 13 in the British singles charts in 1959, but maybe some of you are too young to remember the details.

But what about the meaning of this song?  Is there any truth in it?  Do we always hurt the ones we love, the ones we shouldn’t hurt at all?

Depth psychology has shown us that love and hate are closer to each other than most people realise; indeed, they are intimately connected, such that hardly any human love is without this ambiguity.

There are various explanations of this paradox, and one of the most widely accepted is as follows:
When you love someone, your love draws you together, and the more you love, the closer becomes the union.  But often this frightens us.  We become afraid of such closeness. We are afraid that we will lose our own independence, or that the borders of our own self will become compromised. 

To protect our own self, we back off.  We try to create some distance.  But we do not like to admit, even to ourselves, that we are threatened by our love, and so we react to the fear by making more and more protestations of love.  A nice, ordinary bunch of flowers given to your wife, especially if it is her birthday, looks like a thank you, but a huge bunch of flowers for which there is no apparent reason looks like an apology.

These extravagant expressions of love may or may not fool your loved one, but they sure fool you.  You not only hide your real emotions, you become quite unaware of them because they are repressed. You become self deceived.

Then something quite dramatic happens.  The repressed emotions return with even greater force, like water that has been temporality dammed by a wall that has now broken.  There will be an outburst of anger that will surprise you most of all.  Things will be said that you do not understand, and you will remark that you do not know where that came from, or that you said things you did not mean.  There will be profuse apologies, and then after a reconciliation, the whole cycle will begin again.  The two signs of this process of mingled love and hate are first the many and exaggerated expressions of love, and second, the return of the repressed, when the hidden emotion comes flooding back.

So there is some truth in the song.  We do indeed express both hatred and love towards those closest to us.  But where the song goes wrong is in the last line.  So if I broke your heart last night, it’s because I love you most of all.  No!  To break someone’s heart is not an expression of love but of resentment and maybe even of unconscious hatred.  Let us not excuse our outbursts of anger by pretending that they prove our love.  They do prove, however, that our love is mixed with hatred.

It takes a lot of maturity to love someone.  The immature person cannot fully give him or her self, because there will always be a fear of losing the self.  Only the mature person, whose self-hood is strong, can afford the threat of love.  Only he or she who has become an adult can accept the loss of the self in union with another, and can find in that loss of self the self reborn.

The mixture of love and hate, so typical of our human, all too human, love is also found in our love for God.  We may be afraid that our love for God will compel us to change our life style in ways that will draw us away from our comfort zones, or we may have unresolved suspicions and resentments against God for the way we believe we or our children have been treated by God.  In the amazingly honest Book of Job you find many such expressions of suspicion and hostility directed towards God.  But because we may think that such emotions are unworthy of us, or for various reasons we do not admit their presence in our hearts, we repress them, forget them and deny them.  The tell-tale signs of this may be found in the exaggerated expressions of love to God and to Jesus Christ which are popular in certain kinds of spirituality.  When we sing ‘I love you Lord, how much I love you, I really do love you’, we cannot help wondering who is supposed to be convinced by this, and how anxiously the deeper feelings are being suppressed.
This hostility towards God is honestly admitted by Job, but is denied and hidden in the kind of theology that says that God punished Jesus.  In such faith, God is barely distinguishable from the abusive father, who tortures and then murders his child, a sort of Abraham who did not stay his murdering hand, but went right through with the sacrifice!

Such mixtures of love and hatred found in our relation to God should not surprise us. If our human love towards each other is mixed in this way, how should our human love for God be any more pure?

What then of the love of God?  Our examination of our human experiences of love have shown us that we cannot find in our experiences a sure ground for faith in the love of God. Although religious experience supports and testifies to faith in many ways, it is not the basis of faith in the love of God.  The first letter of John puts it very simply.  ‘Here is love!  Not that we loved God but that God loved us!’ (I John 4:10).  And ‘We love because God first loved us’ (4:19). And yet again: ‘This is how we know what love is - Jesus Christ laid down his life for us!’ (3:16).  And again: ‘This is how God showed God’s love among us – God sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live through him’ (4:9).
Paul says the same sort of thing.  ‘God demonstrates God’s own love for us in this way: that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us’ (Romans 5:8).

We believe that what has brought us to this place today, what has brought us together here to learn and to teach, is not our love for God but God’s love for us.  The important thing is not that we have decided to become Christians, but that Christ has chosen us.

This, then, is how we are to live our Christian lives:  ‘Through faith in the Son of God who loved me and gave himself for me!’ (Gal. 2:20).  We are to live not in the flickering flame of our determination to love God, but in the love of God which God has poured out into our hearts by the Holy Spirit whom God has given to us.  As we go forward to share the bread and wine let us pray that we may grasp with all the saints how wide and long, how high and deep is the love of Christ, that we may know this love which passes knowledge (Eph.3.18); and may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with us all.  Amen.
