Love

Faith, hope and love; and the greatest of these is love. 1Cor 13:13

We have identified the three core values of identity, trust, gratitude and now we come to the last core value of love. Scripture tells us that there are three things that last: faith, hope and love; and the greatest of these is love. (1Cor 13:13) As God loves us, we love God. Love is the requirement of the Christian. It is NOT optional.

I often remind people that love is also in our language as another word--it's called charity. When people hear charity they immediately think money! When you think of love you don't think of money. But we say faith, hope and love: faith, hope and charity. Charity and love are the same thing; they are interchangeable. We use them all the time in theological context. But if you're going to move it into a spiritual context, that means if you are going to love, you are going to have to give.

Charity, therefore, is the requirement of a Christian. Love is not self-seeking. Love itself requires one to give. One cannot love if all one does is receive, receive, receive. Think about it. If in our family relationships, all that we do is receive, would we call that love? No. Love therefore, requires us to give, to give of ourselves. To give time to God in prayer is an exceptional sign of our love.

The good steward understands that our charitable giving is based upon the key idea that we have a need to give before we give to a need. Our need to give is our response in love. We give back what is not really ours. God does not want all of it back--not yet. He will, when we die. He does not want half of it back, like the elderly man who won the million dollars was willing to do. No. God asks a tithe back in thanksgiving for what God has done. He asks us to give of our time, talent and treasure. As God loves us we love God. When God sees our response in love, God gives us even more. God cannot be outdone in generosity.

The love we have for God is manifested in setting nothing before our relationship with him. Out of love, our first priority is God. We don't let things get in the way. Remember, God made us; we don't belong to ourselves. If we don't belong to ourselves, then the things we have are not even ours. They are lent to us. Just as when we rent something, there is a real owner, and that owner is God. This is particularly true when it comes to spending money entrusted to us. Put God first before paying any bills or setting any money aside.

When we rent something, we have to return it, give it back. Renters can be careless, which shows lack of respect for the owner. An even greater insult is for the renter to use an item and never to return it. That's stealing from the owner. God is the owner, and we are the managers of his treasure. God, however, says, "Keep 90%; use it even though it is not yours. Give back only 10%--a tithe." A tithe is not what's leftover, or the table droppings. It is the best portion, the first portion. It is a sign of our love to give the very best.

I ask you wives, would it be love if all your husbands ever did was receive, receive, receive? No. That's not love. You need to give. It must be mutual giving. That's what we believe marriage is. It's a covenant of mutuality. It means you give and you receive. You receive and you give. You learn how to give back and forth. And the requirement of the Christian is to love. The requirement of the Christian is to give. You need to learn to give.

What do you give? Well, we believe there are a number of things you can give but we have categorized these as time, talent and treasure. Often, we think that giving is optional. It is not optional. Love requires us to give; it's part of loving. You can think your way through love, but when you act your way through love you have to give of yourself. For those of you who are married, you entered a covenant of receiving and receiving. You love each other. You know how to give. You give of yourself. You don't give 50/50. You give 100/100. You give your whole self. And by giving yourself, you hold nothing back and you become even greater because you're giving yourself away. That's what the sacrament of marriage is about. It's a beautiful image. And it really is born out of this image of love.

Love is important in stewardship spirituality. It is expressed in giving. If we say we love God, why is it hard to give to the collection basket at Church? Why do so many make excuses when people do not give? This, to me, diminishes the value of love. If people give, even as little as it is, it teaches them to focus on someone else rather then on himself or herself. It focuses on a relationship, a deep and loving relationship with God. Remember first core value of identity--that God created us for Him.

One way to look at love as a requirement of the Christian is what Scriptures tell us in the Old Testament: "do not come empty handed when you come to the altar." In biblical times, there were the three times a year when they were required "to celebrate a pilgrim feast' to God (Ex 23:14). They didn't come empty-handed. They had to give, "the choicest first fruits of your soil you shall bring to the house of the Lord your God." Ex 23:19.

It was a way of life then in the Old Testament, and it's a way of life for us now. To explain this further, I would like to go back to that identity issue. One of the images we came across while promoting stewardship as a way of life in the Philippines was this idea of the spousal image of identity. Remember what scriptures teach us: God has married us; we are married to God. We are His spouse. In addition, Jesus calls himself as the "bridegroom" and the Church is his bride. The Church is our spouse. That's a beautiful image.

Of course, we also have another image which is more accepted within the church and that is: "the Church is our mother." It's a beautiful image, a very beautiful image. Indeed, the church provides for and feeds and looks after us just like what a mother does for her child. It's very tender, and there's trust and the sense of security.

Let's face it though, little children grow up. And when you grow up, you don't marry your mother; you don't marry your father. You marry your spouse; you marry your husband; you marry your wife. And if you can see the Church not as just your mother, but as your husband or as your wife, then you also see an obligation that comes with loving a spouse--loving a wife or a husband. It is in that spousal relationship that we challenge a poor parish to ask: "How would you treat your wife? Would you treat your wife this way by giving her nothing?" You would go out of your way to make sure she had everything she needed.

Remember, that's what spirituality is--applying it--asking people to take seriously that the Church is their spouse. Are you in love with your spouse? Look at her. Look at him. Are you in love with him? Are you only thinking you love him? Are you showing your love for your spouse?

Even the poorest people know about marriage. They know that image. You don't have to explain it too hard. They get that one real fast because they know what it is to have a husband and a wife. They know how to be good to their spouses. When they think of the Church as their spouse, they learn to now to treat the Church with that same understanding.

Remember, love is a requirement of the Christian. We love, and then we know how to love, especially those of us who are married. They know how to love. If they can understand the kind of love there is between husband and wife, they can transfer that to the Church. That's an important start, but it's just a start.

