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The love of God is where we begin – both in life and in our Lenten journey. And almost as soon as we begin, we lose sight of that beginning. We fine ourselves thrust into a world, a life, surrounded and filled with temptations, doubts, and dangers. The beasts of the wilderness are there and they are real. The angels of the Presence are there as well, but we are never sure if they are quite so real as the beasts. God loves us. Maybe so. But did God have to make it so difficult for us to love God in return?

It is hard to love God, you know. I mean to really love God the way we love our partners or spouses, the way we love our children, or our parents, or our dearest friends. Of course all those relationships are flawed, but we nonetheless both pour into them and draw forth from them such energy and strength. I trust my beloved will never maliciously harm me in any way. I find in my beloved a touchstone by which I may orient my life. All this from another human being every bit as selfish and fallible as I. It’s no wonder our hearts end up so broken at times. The wonder is that we keep on trying.
This is how God wants to be loved by us, and you’d think we would jump at the chance. God, being God, will presumably not disappoint us or abandon us the way so many others have in the past. There is a problem, though. We can only approach God on God’s terms. And from our side those terms so often appear impossibly steep. Imagine for a moment that you’re Abraham: I’m 99 years old, Sarah is 90, and you want me to believe that we are going to have a child together? Maybe sixty or seventy years ago that would have been good news, but how can I believe you today?  Or imagine that you are Peter: You’ve watched Jesus perform astounding miracles you cannot begin to understand, so that you would proclaim him as the very son of God Almighty, and then he tells you that being the Son of God means that he must be put to death. How can you possibly trust the sanity of what he is saying?
Well there’s only one way you can. You have to give up everything you think you know about how the world works. Surely that is what Jesus means when he calls his followers to “lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel.” We can only come to God on God’s terms, and those terms seem to call for all or nothing. This is the path Jesus followed and we know very well what it cost him. We are not so sure about the benefits that are promised.

Because of this inherent uncertainty, which extends right down to our human loves, we surround our relationships with all sorts of laws and regulations. Just ask a divorce attorney. And we do the same with our relationship with God. We say that loving God means we will not smoke, drink, dance, or play cards. We say that loving God means that we will make our confessions and receive the sacrament. We say that loving God means that we will not eat chocolate during Lent. Now please understand that such practices can be well and good when they are expressions of our love for God and not substitutes for it. For the love of God demands far more than such acts of piety. It demands that we surrender ourselves and follow the will of the God who makes 90 year old women mothers, who dies in order to save those who are themselves murderers, who promises that life given in the cause of such love is never lost.

Paul presents it to us today as the difference between Law and Faith, and here’s why it is important: because in the end what we desire is mercy and not justice. What we desire in the end is to be loved, not merely accepted or tolerated. And so we are called to wrestle with messiness and uncertainty of faith and grow beyond the simple assurances of the law. Faith alone opens for us God’s love and mercy. That love and mercy do not belong to this world, and so to reach them we must, in faith, reach out to God’s world and find a new way of living. This is of particular importance to this congregation as we seek to discern the ministry we are called to provide. We must first consider our faith, for it is only by laying firm hold upon the love of God that we will discover just how deeply and fully we can love our neighbors. Without that we are but another aid agency. We’re not the Red Cross. We carry the cross of Christ, and thus bring new life to the world.
No, it isn’t easy to love God, but living without that love is even more difficult.
