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It has been difficult for all of us to see the horrific images from the Haitian earthquake as people have been burying their dead by the hundreds and pulling back collapsed buildings on top of so many children and adults.  The only bright side we get a glimpse of is how the world community comes together for such tragic times to unite our efforts for our brothers and sisters in the human race.  From the military women and men making missions with supplies, to the doctors and nurses volunteering, to the millions of dollars being donated by those of us at a distance, these are brief moments when we humans seem to show that we are indeed capable of living together in unity and love.
 
As I was watching a scene from Haiti of two nurses caring for a baby and her mother these words from St. Paul’s familiar passage on love seemed to be like background music for what they were doing….”love is patient and kind.”  Paul is asking us to look at all of life from a renewed perspective of LOVE and how we practice love in our relationships.  He is writing to a community that is experiencing division among its members and so he begins this section of his letter by saying that he will “show them a more excellent way” to live together in love.
 
Paul challenges us to look at the virtue of love from a very different point of view than we normally do. If we are honest with ourselves, we usually function in life from a pretty INDIVIDUALISTIC, selfish point of view.  We base a good number of our decisions on how they will benefit ME.  It may LOOK like it is helping others but often our efforts have selfish motives.
 
What Paul is talking about is a kind of love called AGAPE, which is centered on thinking about what I can do for OTHERS.  He is saying that true love always puts the good of others first.  This is why extra-marital affairs are actually very selfish  since a person is seeking their own pleasure, not realizing how much it hurts others.  “Agape love” is community oriented and calls us to see our self in relationship to others…and how my actions affect the lives of others.  When the world comes together to help one another in events like Haiti, an ‘agape’ kind of love is being demonstrated.   This is the kind of love that Jesus spent his life trying to model for us as he constantly tried to get people to see their unity with one another.  In ‘agape love,’ very different from ‘erotic love,’ the individual self… is sacrificed… because in ‘agape’ one's whole being is directed toward the good of the other!  This is why Paul writes that love is “not jealous… and never seeks self interest; it never holds a grudge and is always patient and kind.”  Patience and kindness only happen when we put other people’s needs before our own. 
 
This kind of love is challenging since it is based on a belief that we are never ‘individuals’ alone in the world as our culture teaches us.  We are ALWAYS connected to others and responsible to one another.  For Paul and all of us Christians, this is why we call ourselves the ‘Body of Christ.’ Remember the earlier part of his letter we heard just last Sunday when he used that image of the ‘body’ and that each of us is an individual member but are united as one Body and we cannot exist apart from one another!  WHEN we see ourselves as being intimately united and in relation to one another, we are then more willing to put others needs before our own.
 
To think of EVERY human person as part of the ‘Body of Christ’ goes so AGAINST our culture’s view that we all simply individuals, with ‘rights’ to do whatever we want to please our SELF.  The sin of ‘individualism’ is when a person thinks primarily about his or her OWN needs and pleasure… and is exactly the opposite of a love based on what is best for others.
 
In Pope Benedict’s encyclical called “God Is Love,” he reminds us that much of our ‘inner passions’ are actually a deep desire for unity with God.  As we work on and develop a closer unity with God, it leads us to a greater love and concern for others, members of God’s Body!  True ‘agape love,’ based on Jesus’ example, calls us OUT OF our self and beckons us to be more aware of the needs of the REST of Christ’s Body.  This is why we, as a universal Church, will always actively work for the just rights of all human beings, especially the outcast members of Christ’s Body: the unborn, the immigrant and refugee, and the people on death row.  “Love… is never self seeking.”
 
When we remember in prayer how God selflessly loves US…it inspires us to offer the same love to others.  Basically we ARE loving people.  We were created IN LOVE in God’s Image.  St. Paul challenges us to review what ‘kind of love’ we have been practicing lately…for our self pleasure…or for others?  It would be helpful for each of us to open our bible this week and pray over these 12th and 13th chapters of I Corinthians that describe the kind of love by which we need to live.  It is only with the help of God’s GRACE that we receive in this Eucharist that we will be able to live the kind of love that is: patient, kind, forgiving, and never seeks self interests.
