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“School of Love: I See a New Church” 
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1 Corinthians 13:1-8a, 13, 14:1a 
If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And 
if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove 
mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing. If I give away all my possessions, and if I hand over my body so that I 
may boast, but do not have love, I gain nothing. 
Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or 
resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all 
things. 
Love never ends. But as for prophecies, they will come to an end; as for tongues, they will cease; as for knowledge, it will come to an 
end. For we know only in part, and we prophesy only in part; but when the complete comes, the partial will come to an end. When I was a 
child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child; when I became an adult, I put an end to childish ways. For now we 
see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known. And 
now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love. 
Pursue love and strive for the spiritual gifts, and especially that you may prophesy. 
 

This morning we continue our annual reflection on our support of our congregation through our prayers, our presence, our gifts, 
our service, our witness, with a special focus on our financial support, as we heard so beautifully expressed by Michael Lamb.  
The theme of this year’s campaign is on the front of your Order of Worship as well as on the pledge card in the pew rack right 
in front of you—“School of Love”. 
 
Church is a School of Love.  It is a place and a people that teach us how to live a life of love.  We learn the ways of Christ’s love 
in prayer, Scripture, and worship.  We learn the ways of love in the smiles of children and the questions of youth.  We learn the 
ways of love in shared tears and laughter.  We learn love sharing meals and mission projects with one another.  The church is a 
School of Love. 
 
We started off last week commemorating the saints in our lives and the saints who built this congregation.  We thought about 
them as our teachers, those who have gone before, those whose lives and faith and strength and perseverance teach us how to 
live and how to serve and how to give and how to love.   
 
Today we pivot to look at ourselves more closely and to those who will come after us in the future that God is creating even now.  
For as has been said:  “we are not merely descendants, but also ancestors.  Those of us who gather here for worship each week 
are taking part in the creation of the future of tradition.”  That is, we ourselves are not only descendants who have received the 
gifts of faith from those who have gone before.  We are also ancestors even now taking our part in the creation of the future—
the future of church, the future of faith. 
 
What can we do to teach one another, our children, our children’s children to love, in this our “home room” in our School of Love? 
 
We’ve been pondering and discussing this quite intentionally since the actions of the General Conference of the United Methodist 
Church last February which brought a huge surprise.  A surprise which we might say proves the old Yiddish maxim: “We plan, 
God laughs.”  In an unexpected turn, not only did the General Conference not adopt the plan that would have created space 
and welcome for ministries fitting our differing contexts across the globe, it instead adopted legislation that added even more 
restrictive and mean-spirited language to the Book of Discipline, that is, our rules and regulations.   
 
It’s been a tough nine months since that took place.  But now, I’m convinced that God was both laughing and crying at the GC last 
February.  Crying to see a church broken apart, brothers and sisters acting, not out of a spirit of love, but out of a spirit of 
exclusion, mistrust, and fear.  Sacrificing some of the most vulnerable—our gay and lesbian friends, family members, 
parishioners—in order to superimpose a fragile and false unity on the church.  We were heart-broken.  We were disoriented 
and confused. 
 
But I can also imagine God laughing to see a church broken open so that something new can be born.  Laughing like Sarah 
laughed when learning that God was sending her a child at her advanced age.  Laughing because God knew that we mere 
mortals couldn’t fathom that new life at first.   
 
Over and over again in the Scriptures, God finds ways to remind us:  “Behold!  I am doing a new thing.  Do you not perceive it?”  
God is giving birth to a new church, a new School of Love. 
 
Over these past nine months, we here have participated in several Report Back sessions on both the General Conference and our 
own California-Pacific Annual Conference.  We have taken to heart our bishop’s invitation to look with fresh eyes at our own 
ministries and mission and name what we find to be faithful, true, life-giving, joyful even, about how we strive to live into Gospel 
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love in this place and time.  Asking ourselves:  “I see a _____church” we’ve sought to put our experiences of this community of 
faith into words.  We did this in our Round Table discussion a couple weeks ago.  And other groups did it as well—the Men’s 
Breakfast Bible Study group, our youth group, simple church, our new Open Space young adult group, and Messy Church with 
families and children.  I think maybe I loved their words the best:  friendly, musical, fun, colorful, beautiful, loving, playful, fun 
with food, fun with crafts. 
 
And what words popped up most often across the full spectrum of who we are?  The adults tone it down a bit, but you get the 
spirit: Hope/Be the Hope, Inclusive, Loving, Community, Connected, Acceptance for all, Caring, Welcoming/Friendly, 
Service/Mission, Active.  
 
In all of this, we become co-creators with God and the Spirit of God, forming ourselves into the congregation we believe that 
God’s spirit of love is calling us to be.  We’re being made new, even as a new UMC is being born, a church that will be fully 
inclusive and that will figure out how to nurture global missional partnerships in new ways, all in faithfulness to our call to 
transform the church and the world.   We are indeed on this journey together, not all of one mind, but convicted of John Wesley’s 
invitation to us: 
“Though we cannot think alike, may we not love alike? May we not be of one heart, though we are not of one opinion? Without 
all doubt, we may.” 
 
You know, there’s a lot of talk these days, and innumerable studies, bemoaning the decline of the church.  Decreased attendance.  
Fewer members.  And we see that, too, don’t we?  But you know, things have to change in order to make room for something new, 
something we can’t yet perceive, something God is doing in and through us even now.  Just doing the same old same old because 
it’s comfortable and familiar isn’t necessarily going to get us where we need to be and go.  We have to be both descendants 
who discern what of the tradition to retain and cherish and celebrate AND ancestors with eyes wide open, straining to see as 
best we can what God is doing NOW to reform the church and make it worthy of the future God is preparing.  Pushing ourselves 
to ask honestly:  What can we do to teach one another, our children, our children’s children to love? 
 
And in all of our conversations with one another in these last months, several important themes have emerged.  We have a 
message that welcomes people to engage their hearts, their minds, their souls and their strength.  It may take the denomination 
awhile to sort things out and catch up.  Denominations are big, bulky, unwieldy things.  But we here are vital, we are real, we are 
open, inclusive, and we are engaged.  We give back, we serve, we love, we are not afraid to take on the hard things or the 
complicated things, the very real things of this life.  And by the grace of God, we are in this together, all of us, with all our 
differences and different perspectives, all together learning how to grow in love. 
 
It’s a beautiful thing. 
 
We’re so privileged to have the amazing Mark Twain Ringers back in worship with us this morning.  (I really think of you all as 
part of our extended family of faith.)  And what you all might not know is that the ringers chose the hymns for this morning’s 
service.  “Joyful, Joyful, We Adore Thee,” and “Marching to Zion” which we’ll sing towards the conclusion of the service. 
 
That hymn, text by Isaac Watts, is in our hymnal with two different tunes.  One is more “traditionally churchy,” you might say, and 
the other, which we’ll sing today, with bells ringing, was written in 1867 as part of the revivalist movement of the time.  It’s a 
catchy tune, upbeat, full of energy and joy.  This hymn proclaims a community setting out on a journey together, “Come we that 
love the Lord,” a community setting out on a journey of faith, joyfully celebrating the blessings of God on earth, expressing the 
beauty of the life are now living while looking forward, eagerly, to all that is to come. 
 
Thank you, ringers, for sharing a hymn that has special meaning for you with all of us this day.  And isn’t this perfect for today, as 
we again gather around tables in Simkins Hall in the Shelby Center, to share a meal and talk with one another, to hear the 
stories of faith from this year just past, celebrating what we’ve often described here with these words:  “For all that has been, 
THANKS.  For all that will be—YES!”  Partnering with God in bringing forth the “new thing” that God prods and dreams into life 
in this remarkable, faith-filled School of Love. 
 
Thanks be to God! 
 
AMEN 
 
 
Notes: 
Brian McLaren writes of church as a school of love in several of his books. 
Taylor Vancil, UMC Discipleship Ministries, History of Hymns.  
 


