
            

 

4th Sunday in Ordinary Time 

Cycle C, 1.30.22 
Jeremiah 1:4-5,17-19/                            

1Corinthians 12:31-13:13/ Luke 4:21-30 

ALL WE NEED IS LOVE 

After forty-three years of 
priesthood, I can’t even begin to count the 
number of weddings that I’ve witnessed 
and helped engaged couples to prepare for. 
That also means a lot of wedding cake, 
champagne and lengthy toasts of the best 
men, the maids of honor and the fathers of 
the bride.  

 
Of course, it also means that I’ve heard St. 
Paul’s Letter to the Corinthians that we just 
heard about as many times, since it’s the 
favorite scripture selected by most bridal 
couples. I’m sure you’ve heard it dozens of 
times as well at weddings you’ve attended. 
So much so, in fact, that it feels odd to hear 
the passage outside of a nuptial Mass.  
However, if we return this famous Bible 
passage to its original context, we realize 
that St. Paul’s lofty, lyrical letter isn’t aimed 
at starry-eyed lovers.  Paul isn’t writing to 
people who cherish and desire each other. 
He’s writing to people who can’t stand the 
sight of each other.  Paul is no priest at the 
front of the church, waiting to witness and 
consecrate young love.  He’s a frustrated 
and bewildered spiritual leader, calling an 
errant and self-destructive church to get its 
act together before it destroys itself.  1 
Corinthians 13 isn’t a wedding homily.  It’s 
what one pastor calls “a smackdown.” 

Remember, we’ve been listening for 
a couple weeks about Paul using the 
analogy of the body and its many parts – 
how all the parts have to work together, 
how no one part is better than another, but 
all are critical for the good functioning of 
the whole. The eye can’t say to the foot, “I 
don’t need you.” If you read the first twelve 
chapters of Paul’s epistle, you get a fairly 
clear picture of what he’s responding to as 
he describes the Corinthians’ loveless piety 
as empty, futile, and discordant.  The 
church has split into factions.   

People are pitting their favorite 
religious teachers against each other.  
Everyone’s vying for power and 
prominence.  Congregants are taking each 
other to court.  The folks who speak in 
tongues believe they’re superior to those 
who don’t.  People who shouldn’t be 
sleeping with each other are hooking up 
shamelessly.  Worshippers are fighting over 
everything from food to circumcision to 
celibacy to head coverings.  The Eucharist 
has devolved into drunkenness and 
gluttony, and the poor in the church are 
going hungry. In other words, the 
Corinthian church is a church where all hell 
has broken loose.  Far from honoring each 
other as fellow members of Christ’s body, 
the recipients of Paul’s letter are tearing 
each other apart.  While piety, self-
righteousness, and spiritual one-upmanship 
are very much on display in their ranks, the 
love that never ends is not. 
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Paul raises for the community’s 
consideration the one quality, the one trait, 
the one divine gift that is the only cure-all 
for the division and dissension that is 
tearing them apart – God’s gift of love. It’s 
not simply that love must outweigh the 
obvious “bad” things in our lives.  Things 
like greed, envy, lust, and hatred.  Love 
must even outweigh the “good” things.  
Spiritual gifts, Paul writes — beautiful, life-
giving, church-enhancing gifts given by God 
himself — are worthless in the absence of 
love.  Prophetic power — the ability to 
discern the Holy Spirit’s movements in the 
world and unveil the hidden truths of our 
time — is meaningless without love.  
Knowledge — a deep and comprehensive 
understanding of all that we consider 
mysterious in our cosmos — is garbage if 
it’s divorced from love.  Even faith itself — 
that much-touted gift that scripture 
describes as, “the assurance of things 
hoped for, the conviction of things not 
seen” — is “nothing” without love. 

 
Do we actually believe this?  Not in 

theory, but in practice?  Do we really value 
love more than we value being right?  More 
than growing wise?  Wielding power or 
amassing wealth?  More than acquiring 
knowledge?  Feeling seen?  Even doing 
“good?”  In the context of the church, do 
we really give love primacy over “right” 
doctrine, beautiful liturgy, eloquent 
sermonizing, skilled administration, and 
generous giving?  Before we say yes, we 

would do well to notice that Paul’s love 
chapter has little to say about love as a 
feeling.  The love he describes is robust and 
dynamic — think verbs, not adjectives.  
Love is not an emotion, at least not in the 
sense that Jesus commands it.  It’s not 
something we wait around for, or fall into.  
It’s muscle, movement, sweat, action.  Love 
acts patiently and kindly.  Love acts against 
the impulses of envy, irritation, and 
arrogance.  Love yields, love rejoices, love 
refrains, love endures.  In other words, love 
doesn’t stand around waiting for warm 
fuzzies; love gets up and gets moving. I 
remind myself and others often that the 
command of Jesus was not: “Like on 
another.” His command is ”Love one 
another.” And that’s a whole different 
ballgame than being comfortable with our 
family and friends. 

 
So what does this love that Jesus 

commands and that St. Paul exhorts us to 
look like?  Among the ancient Christians in 
Corinth, perhaps it would have looked like 
the poorest members of the church — the 
slaves, the widows, the orphans — 
receiving the Communion meal first.  
Perhaps it would have looked like the 
parishioners with the most “dazzling” 
spiritual gifts — the gifts everyone 
admired — taking a deliberate step back to 
make room for those whose gifts were 
historically devalued.  Perhaps it would 
have looked like people in rival factions 
gathering for honest, empathic, restorative 
conversation.  Perhaps it would have looked 
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like people helping each other overcome 
addiction.  Perhaps it would have looked 
like sacrificial hospitality.  Perhaps it would 
have looked like confession, absolution, 
reconciliation, and amendment of life. 

Paul himself knew firsthand that this 
kind of love couldn’t come from his own 
resources. He confessed that his religiosity 
led him to sanction intolerance, hatred, 
violence, and murder. It wasn’t until a 
shocking encounter with Love on the 
Damascus road changed everything.  He 
was a faithful and educated believer in God, 
but he had to be struck blind by Love so 
he’d finally learn how to see.  He was a man 
whose zealous faith rendered him a terror 
before Love transformed him and taught 
him how to love and be loved. Paul is able 
to write about love with such authority and 
eloquence only because he knows firsthand 
what it can do.  When he looks at the train 
wreck of the Corinthian church, he’s able to 
remain hopeful because he knows what 
God’s love did to his own stony, self-
righteous heart. 

The only hope we have is the same 
hope Paul clung to; the hope that Jesus will 
love us into loving.  That he will be love -- in 
us, around us, through us, and for us.  That 
in his generous, self-giving love -- love that 
led him to the cross -- we will find a source 
of life so lavish and plentiful, we’ll be able 
to give the love of God away, left and right. 
Even after everything else in this life fades 
away, Love will remain.  Love alone will 
remain, and the mirror, clear at last, will 
show us what we long now to see.  Love 
itself, gazing back at us.  The greatest of all 
things. 

John Kasper, OSFS 

(with acknowledgement of  Debie Thomas,  
“Lectionary Essays,” Journey with Jesus) 

 

 

 


