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Love is always more powerful and important than approval. Yet what we seek, more often than not, is approval. We think we’re searching for love, but only because we have confused the two. Love, we think, means approval. Those who love us must approve of who we are and what we do. The converse has also become true: those of whom we do not approve, we cannot possibly love. 
We have, I believe, extended this even to God. God’s unconditional love is understood as God’s unconditional approval. This, I must add, is nothing new. It is nearly as old as humanity. It is the heart of the challenge of theodicy – that perennially troublesome question of why bad things happen to good people. Look at our reading from Isaiah this morning. The people of Judah are living in exile, and they have come to doubt God’s love for them. That’s understandable, yes? If God loves me, why am I in this terrible situation? It is a question that, if we accept the underlying premise, is impossible to answer. And I do believe that the underlying premise is that God’s unconditional love must be expressed as God’s unconditional approval. 
But the prophet tells us to trust God’s unconditional love, even in the midst of terrible situations. Which means….. Well, that’s a difficult idea to complete, isn’t it? That is a place we don’t want to go to. That God, while loving us, will not prevent us from following our noses, our hearts, our desires into some dangerous places. That God, while loving us, may not approve. Which is why so much energy is expended in trying to figure out those things God does not approve so we can avoid them and those things God does approve so we can do them. Because that way we will earn God’s love. 
I trust we all recognize that as an inadequate and incorrect understanding of God’s love. But that is what happens when we seek approval rather than love. God’s love is unconditional, which means that it does not operate through carrots and sticks but leaves us free to choose who we will be and what we will do.  That of course means that we may choose poorly and suffer the consequences. And the answer in such times is not to blame God, but to accept responsibility. God’s love calls us to accept our responsibility as free yet finite creatures. Those are the boundaries within which we live. Free and finite. Free to choose our own path through this life in this world because we are after all created in the very image of God’s own freedom to choose and act. Yet inescapably finite and mortal, so we cannot possibly know all there is to know, and thus it is inevitable that we will choose poorly. If it were not for the love of God, we would be left paralyzed by fear. And indeed do not so many live so paralyzed?
But God’s love guarantees that forgiveness is always offered. Thus love frees us to act – even to act audaciously. For what is audacity but the freedom to choose the new and unexpected precisely because one knows that even in failure the love of God is never lost. Or even more, in knowing that the only failure is in fearing to follow where the call of love leads. Does not Paul reach the heights of such audacity when he proclaims, “I have become all things to all people, that I might by all means save some.”? I have to admit that when I was younger I feared those words almost more than any others. I thought Paul must have been a fool, because if I tried to become all things to all people, how could I possibly remain me? But I know now that Paul was right. You see, he’s not trying to win approval, he is striving to share in the freedom and joy of love. He is showing us that are called to grow beyond the self-imposed limits of our self-understanding and into the glory of God’s image and understanding of who we are and what we can do.
“Set us free, O God, from the bondage of our sins,” we prayed this morning. Set us free from the chains of our fears. Set us free from the tyranny of relying upon approval of our neighbors rather than the constancy of your liberating love. The freedom of God’s love is a constant need in the human heart. It is that need which drove a whole city to Jesus to find release and healing. Did they know who Jesus really was and what he was doing? Apparently not, except for the demons, which is, itself, rather troubling! But then Mark is a troubling gospel, because according to Mark’s gospel, nobody ever understood who Jesus really was, and especially not those closest to him.
And Mark may have a point, for that same healing power is present in our midst every time we gather, yet do we avail ourselves of it? Do we? Because if the answer is yes, then we have to ask ourselves, what are we doing here? Waiting for people to discover how wonderful we are? That’s what a lot of churches do. The love of God is here, the Spirit of God is here, to heal us and strengthen us and to send us out as apostles. To accept the grace of God’s love is to follow the call of God’s love to carry the promise of God’s love to those places and people who know nothing of God’s love. God’s love frees us to act, even in audacious ways, for it is the promise that forgiveness is always available, and especially in those situations where permission is impossible! Love is always more powerful and important than approval.
