Sixth Sunday in Ordinary Time
February 14, 2009


St. Paul’s description of Christian love can be found in today’s letter to the Corinthians.   Love is always patient and kind.  It is never jealous or boastful.  A couple does not begin marriage with this perfect love.  The couple grows in loving and grows by loving.  Love is hard work. Sometimes love will mean you will have to suffer, if not the love is a disguised form of selfishness.  But just as the Church is strengthened through suffering, our relationship will grow in the valleys. There is more growth in the valleys than on the mountain-tops.


Danny and Sandra were the perfect couple, made for each other, with loving parents and great careers.  However, after five years, Danny told his wife that he felt they should “take a break” from their marriage to explore other ideas, other options, other ways of being married.  He said he wanted more freedom.  Sandra was devastated by what she feared was an affair with another woman.  But she held her ground and would not dilute her wedding vows.


Today’s reading from Corinthians was read at their wedding.  Sandra had heard the words and knew what others may not have known — that the words not only sounded good but had strength behind them.  Sandra would take these beautiful words of love and stand strong.  She would stand up tall and brace herself for action for this love God had placed in her would not be stifled nor diluted.  It would remain strong.


“We made a sacred contract,” she told Danny during counseling.  “We made a promise to love, but you are not keeping that promise.  If this is the path you choose, I will not choose it with you,” and she added, “I feel you are taking me away from the vow I made to God and I won’t let you do that.”


When Paul was writing to the Corinthians, he wasn’t writing these words about love for an impending marriage. He was writing in a much larger context.


That larger context is the actions of the Corinthian Christians in their liturgical assembly.  The weekly gathering for the Eucharist, which should have been the central font of unity and communion for the community, was becoming a source of strife and discord.  Paul criticizes the Corinthians for the arguments that they seem to engage in when they gather, for their selfishness at the communal banquet, and for their misuse of the spiritual gifts.  He takes them to task, suggesting that all of this is not at all in the tradition of Christ, and that his body, the church, is becoming fragmented by their behavior.


When Paul begins the section on love, it is not to discuss the wondrous union of husband and wife but to call the Christians at Corinth back to who they should be —  followers of Christ!


In the sacrament of marriage the outward sign is our giving ourselves to each other when we both take each other’s hands as we exchange our vows. This giving of ourselves to each other is a sign of the reality of God’s love for us and Christ’s love for the Church.  Our love reflects and mirrors God’s love for us.  Our marriage as a sacrament is a celebration of the love of God for us.


In the sacrament of marriage, we both bring the love of God to each other.  In this sacrament, as with all sacraments, we receive grace that is not just for now but which lasts for a lifetime.  Every time we receive a sacrament, it is a meeting with God, symbolized by some sign, which brings us grace for the rest of our lives. The Church teaches us that marriage as a sacrament is indissoluble, until death do us part, and so it is up to us to live the sacrament of our marriage in that way.  Love, joy, peace and harmony will be the signs that our marriage is sacramental. Because we are all different from each other we will naturally, from time to time, have to listen to what the other is really saying, we will have to hear the other and know the other.  In those times when we accept and forgive each other, the grace of God will be at work, the grace we receive in the sacrament of marriage.


When Pope Benedict XVI wrote his first encyclical, God is Love, many were surprised that it was on love.  But the pope wanted to communicate the authentic teaching that the constraints of the Christian life are not limiting, but incredibly freeing.

To that end, the pope used his first encyclical to reflect on the nature of love. In his writing the Holy Father reminds us that love leads us to union.  He says, “Union with Christ is also union with all those to whom he gives himself.  I cannot possess Christ just for myself; I can belong to him only in union with all those who have become, or who will become, his own.  Communion draws me out of myself towards him, and thus also towards unity with all Christians.  We become ‘one body,’ completely joined in a single existence.”

This movement of love recognizes that there is no me and Jesus. The union of love is a communal event consummated through our faithfulness to God, as well as through our service to our brothers and sisters. By fulfilling the two great commandments — to love God with all our heart, and to love our neighbor as ourselves — we are drawn into God’s life completely, as the pope says, “joined in a single existence.”


In the sacrament of marriage we are being asked to share the best of who we are.  To do so worthily means that one is willing to give of oneself, even to the point of death.

When we hear the reading from first Corinthians today, we should be thinking about ourselves as members of the body of Christ.  Our love for our spouse is not just being nice.  Our love for our spouse is love of Christ, and in that love we become united as one with him.


Sandra was able to see that God had a mission for her and it was to love.  Love was her strength.  She stood on it, shared it and made God known to her husband through the strength of that love.  It was a challenging and difficult time, but three months later Sandra and Danny asked to celebrate a re-commitment ceremony of their marriage.

As we renew our marriage vows to each other this evening, let us remember the words of St. Paul, Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.
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