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LOVE --- THE SUBJECT       4th  Sun. in Ord. (C) 
Jer 1:4-10; 1 Cor 13:1-13; Luke 4:21-30                                                   Feb 1, 2004 Adelphi 
 
This was yesterday’s CNN headline on the web: “Airlines ground U.S. flights amid new 
security fears.” Other web news said, “Flights to U.S. cancelled on security fears.” 
“Flights to U.S. cancelled on terror fears.” 
 
It seems that security is a topic that we cannot avoid in our daily life. Security issue has 
caused anxiety and fear among us. Last week, I was talking to a couple of people from 
our church. I don’t remember how we shifted our conversation. But we started talking 
about what it was like, what we were doing the day of September 11. 
 
Then we started talking about the sniper attack in metro area that followed about 1 year 
after September 11. People were living in fear day to day in this area. A very simple 
routine of life: going to grocery, pumping gas, picking up kids from school, became 
permeated by fear. 
 
One of the persons told us that she was not afraid. She prayed and she went out of her 
house to do whatever she needed to do. “I determined I was not going to be caught up in 
fear,” said she.  
 
Fear does catch us often. Sometimes, we know it and we acknowledge it. Sometimes, we 
do not know it and would not acknowledge it. Both children and adults experience fear in 
their lives. 
 
Fear is part of our lives, fear of security, fear of losing your loved ones, fear of losing 
jobs, fear of losing power, fear of speaking in public which causes hyper-tension in some 
people, fear of the unknown…  
 
It seems like for centuries, for as old as human history, every time when God calls a 
person to be a prophet, you read a story of rejection, of fear. Moses did not want to do it 
because he was afraid he could not do public speech. 
 
Same as Jeremiah. He said, “Ah, Lord God! Truly, I do not know how to speak, for I am 
only a boy.” Jeremiah might have thought that was a very good reason to turn down the 
call. “Give me a few more years when I grow up, have beard, look more mature. Then 
maybe people would listen to me at time. Not now, God.” 
 
But God said to him, “Do not say, ‘I am a boy.’ Do not put down yourself. For you shall 
go to all to whom I send you, and you shall speak whatever I command you. Do not be 
afraid of them, for I am with you to deliver you.” 
 
I am not saying that I am a prophet. But I am sure a lot of ministers can resonate with 
Jeremiah’s fear if they share with you their call stories. 
 
I remember the first sermon I preached in front of a real congregation, which of course 
was very different from the seminary classroom. It was a 1500 member congregation in 
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the Deep South of Memphis, an all Anglo congregation where I did my first summer 
internship. 
 
The sermon I preached was one out of the barrel. It was one that I had preached in front 
of my professor and classmates. It was thought to be a brilliant sermon. Yet, still, I did 
not sleep the whole night the night before. I was tossing around in bed. I got up, walked 
around the big, old house in which I was house sitting that summer. I was hoping that 
something might have happened to the church building that I did not have to preach the 
next day. I was extremely nervous. I was in tremendous fear of preaching in front of so 
many. 
 
So, at 6:00AM, I called the church because I knew the pastor usually went to church very 
early on Sundays whether he preached or not. I told him “I am going to church now.” He 
came and opened the door for me. I told him I couldn’t sleep. 
 
He replied that he had never slept well on Saturdays in the last 30 years of his preaching 
life. He was a well-known preacher in the South for his beautifully crafted, poetic 
sermons. However, his humble confession did not relieve me of my own fear and anxiety. 
I practiced in the sanctuary over and over again. 
 
I was so afraid because it was not only public speech, it was preaching about God’s 
Word. I was so afraid as an Asian and a woman I would be preaching in English, my 
second language, in front of a group of people whose racial background gives them 
perceived power in our multi-cultural society. 
 
I was so afraid even simply thinking about standing in that high pulpit, where it seemed 
you could almost reach the heaven. I just did not want to do it. I wanted to say that night, 
“God, I am only a girl! Please, excuse me!” That fear was so real and vivid even when I 
think about it this day. 
 
That is how I try to understand Jeremiah’s fear. Prophesying God’s Word is a daunting 
task. Yet, God said to Jeremiah, “You shall go and you shall speak.” The call is 
imperative. The call is mandatory. 
 
Last week in our congregational meeting, we talked about the word “shall” in our 
PCUSA Book of Order. It means a practice that is mandated. God’s call is mandatory. 
“You shall go and you shall speak.” I know I have grown tremendously from the going 
and speaking part of ministry. 
 
The prophet is always called to say something that people do not like to hear. The 
prophet’s job is never easy and many times they are hated by people. Jeremiah was called 
to do an impossible job described in this verse that My Old Testament professor, Dr. 
Walter Brueggemann, loves dearly. 
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It became one of those verses that I believe will stick with me for the rest of my life. I can 
still remember his dramatic and prophetic voice in the classroom, “to pluck up and to pull 
down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant.” 
 
It describes a scene of total destruction and re-creation, recreation of our faith, recreation 
of God’s church, recreation of human society. Every minister, every Christian has to go 
through this kind of total destruction and re-creation in their faith journey in order to 
grow and mature. 
 
The old plants have to be pulled down, so the new plants can grow. The old structure has 
to be destroyed in order for the new building to be erected. Our old life needs to be 
completely overthrown before a new life can begin. That is the radical message Jeremiah 
was called to deliver. 
 
Jesus preaches a different kind of radical message. Sometimes, the preacher is in fear 
because of the message he or she has to deliver. Sometimes, the audience is in fear 
because they don’t want to hear the truth that would penetrate their souls. 
 
Jesus came to a synagogue in Nazareth, his hometown and read a passage from Isaiah, 
and preached from it. People got angry with him. They certainly did not like what he 
preached because what Jesus preached was different from their understanding of the 
scripture. 
 
Jesus’ audience in Nazareth, like many other places assumed some privileges for 
themselves. They believe that God’s favor and grace are reserved for them. 
 
When Jesus tells them through the stories of Elijah and Elisha that the grace of God is 
extended to those who are outside of their own religious and cultural tradition, they 
become angry with Jesus. They resent him. They want to drive him out and kill him. 
 
They don’t want to hear the truth. They are in fear of hearing the truth. They are in fear of 
facing who they really are. They are in fear of knowing who God really is. 
 
Fear makes people want to protect themselves, to preserve their power and privilege. Fear 
makes people become violent and ugly. The church of Corinth was in a big mess when 
Paul wrote the letters to the Corinthians. 
 
First Corinthian 13 is always used in some ways in wedding. People like to frame it and 
hang it in their houses. It sounds very romantic. But wedding is before everything else 
happens, supposedly, everything like discovering different ways of squeezing the 
toothpaste, the little things that accumulate, the little things that eventually turn the 
marriage into a war zone with endless quarrels and fights. 
 
They have forgotten all that they have heard and learned about what love means in the 
wedding. 
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Love is not romantic at all. We don’t need love if everything always remains so romantic. 
Love is very practical. 
 
First Corinthian 13 is an exhortation to a group of Christians who are in big fight and 
quarrel. It is in the mess of our life that we need badly to hear the message of love. 
However, it is very difficult to hear the message of love when everything is in a big mess.  
 
Corinthian church was in a big mess because they were engaged in power struggle, they 
competed with one another who has more gifts, they were claiming who has sacrificed 
more for the church. They were in confusion. 
 
Love becomes a subject in First Corinthians 13. My New Testament professor, Charles 
Cousar says it well, 
 
“Love does some things and resists doing other things. It is not an abstract idea: it acts. It 
expresses itself in down-to-earth contexts, where it refuses to stoop to petty retaliation, 
demonstrates patience, shuns competitiveness, resists keeping a scorecard, remains 
hopeful.” “Love primarily functions in situations of stress and conflict.” 
 
In our communal life, those who have power will need to learn to relinquish power. 
Those who are afraid because of the perceived power in others need to learn to trust God, 
learn to claim who you are and whose you are as God’s children.  
 
The Good News that Jesus preached and became so unbearable in the ears of Nazarenes 
is that we are all loved by God. We are all one body in Christ. The weaker members are 
indispensable. We ought to treat each other with respect and honor. 
 
It is interesting that the first thing listed is “love is patient.” Perhaps God is speaking to 
me, have love and be patient. Not having the phone in my office working right for more 
than 2 months has really tested my patience. As I was preparing for this sermon, I thought 
it is not only a test of my patience. It is a test whether I have plenty of love. 
 
Love is certainly very much needed if we are to live as a church. Only love will last. 
Nothing else will. A good sermon will not matter someday. An outstanding choir will not 
matter someday. A skilled and devoted committee chairperson will not matter someday. 
What will really last is love. Let us turn to First Corinthians 13:4-7 and read together. 
 
May God bless those whose ears have heard the Word of God. 
 


