Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is love. God’s love was revealed among us in this way: God sent His only Son into the world so that we might live through Him. In this is love, not that we loved God but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins. Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another. No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God abides in us, and His love is perfected in us. By this we know that we abide in Him and He in us, because He has given us of His Spirit. And we have seen and do testify that the Father has sent His Son as the Savior of the world. God abides in those who confess that Jesus is the Son of God, and they abide in God. So, we have known and believe the love that God has for us. God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them. Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may have boldness on the day of judgment, because as He is, so are we in this world. There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection in love. We love because He first loved us. Those who say: “I love God,” and hate a brother or sister are liars, for those who do not love a brother or sister, whom they have seen, cannot love God, whom they have not seen. The commandment we have from Him is this: those who love God must love their brothers and sisters also.                    1 John 4:7-21 

Jesus sat down opposite the place where the offerings were put and watched the crowd putting their money into the Temple treasury. Many rich people threw in large amounts. But a poor widow came and put in two very small copper coins, worth only a few cents. Calling His disciples to Him, Jesus said: “Truly I tell you; this poor widow has put more into the treasury than all the others. They all gave out of their wealth; but she, out of her poverty, put in everything, all she had to live on.”               Mark 12:41-44 
      A young fellow once said to his girlfriend: “I dreamed about you last night.” Naturally, she was intrigued and wanted to know all about it. He said: “I dreamed that I proposed to you. I wonder what that means!”
     She said: “That’s very simple: “It means that you have more sense when you’re asleep than you have when you’re awake!”
Love Re-examined.
1. I realize that it might be difficult, at first, to see the connection between these two passages, but in the poor widow’s offering I see John’s words which he writes in his letter, as being truly practiced by the “poor widow.” For in the end, it is not important what we give, what we offer, but how we do it, how do we offer, whatever it is we are offering. The true love is about sharing and about empathy, it’s not about the act of giving only, but of the spirit in which it is made. A while ago, I found an interesting story shared by a pastor from New York City, which I would like to share with you today: “It was a hot afternoon when I sat down on a New York park bench beside a ‘bag lady.’ I was astonished that she had four dresses on such a sweltering day. We exchanged a few passing remarks about the birds and then I offered her something to eat. ‘Just a hot dog. That’s all I want.’ As she ate, I found out that she had been a telephone operator in the New York City for many years, but lost her job to technology. Unable to get job due to her age, she took to the streets, which had been her home for five years. We talked for maybe half an hour and then I offered a parting remark. ‘I want you to know I love you and that Jesus loves you.’ Brushing her hair back she sat up straight and with tear trickling down her cheek she whispered, ‘You do not know how long it’s been since anyone said this to me.’ For a moment I knew God joined us on that park bench.
2. The amazing part of this story is that a short, departing remark, offered by this pastor, carried more weight, and was much more valuable and moving for that “bag lady,” than the entire conversation, and a meal she shared with that pastor. “We love, because He first loved us,” John writes. It is indeed not what, when and where we give that truly counts, but it is how we do it. True love moves beyond pity, beyond a form of “charity” that makes people to reach into their pockets, offering some money to those in need. The true love is the one that takes time, and offers a gift that is lasting, a gift that touches the other person’s heart, and one that leaves a lasting impression. In everything Jesus did, He has showed this type of love, even to the world; the world that rejected Him, and the world that still keeps on rejecting and turning away from Him. John writes that God “sent His Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins,” and He offered what was the most precious to Him, and did it with open arms.
3. We are used to talk about love, but love is more than just a talk. We all have heard this old axiom: “Talk is cheap,” and deep down, in our hearts, we know that the talk “is indeed” cheap. Love expressed through the words only is a meaningless, “cheap gab,” a sort of a “yak.” I used to watch the music videos by “Rob Evans,” the so-called “Donut Man” with Philip when he was little. In one of these videos (it was long time before the invention of DVD’s) the children in the video discussed their intention to become the missionaries. Referring to their conversation the “Donut Man” said: “Well, we need somebody to clean the tables and to bring more food.” One of the girls, upon hearing what Rob Evans said asked: “Clean and bring more food? Couldn’t we just pray for them instead?” What she said, perfectly reflects the attitude that many people today still have in terms of the importance of service: “Let’s pray for this or that, rather than let’s do something about it.” It is easy to talk, but it is not easy to back these words with the practical action. It is true that there are people who possess a special gift, the gift of prayer, and their prayers bring results, and I do not want to underestimate the value of their prayers or any other prayers. I also know that we need such people to offer their prayers, but those “prayer warriors,” as we used to call them, before it became a “politically incorrect” phrase, remain engaged in their prayers not for 20 or 30 seconds or even minutes, but have their lives filled with prayer. Their prayers are important, but love also requires a tangible action on our part.
4. True love is much more than just a temporary infatuation, a short-lived fascination with someone else. When Diana Spencer, married than prince Charles, I lived in Canada, and since Canada is a part of a British Commonwealth, the media there, just as probably most of the media’s in the entire world, were mesmerized with their “romance,” and a subsequent “royal wedding.” However, little did the British, the Canadians, and the entire world know, that only a few years later we all would witness the disintegration of this royal romance, followed by the separation, divorce, and eventually a tragic death of Princess Diana. Following her funeral, granting an interview Prince Charles was asked whether he loved Diana and truly promised his faithfulness to her at the wedding ceremony. He responded with: “yes.” How short-lived his love and his promise actually were, the whole world knows now, since he never ceased to be in love with Camilla. I also recall a comment made by Klinger, of the show “MASH,” who said that love is tough, and the one that is in love has only two choices: “either to stop loving them, or to love them a whole lot more.” I believe John teaches us here that the true love is not however satisfied with two choices. John’s words indicate that the true love will always “love a whole lot more.” Such is the love we received from our Lord and Savior, Jesus. Such was the “poor widow’s” love for God expressed through her offering of all she had: “all she had to live on.”
5. Love is not an abstract concept. Love is not only seeing, hearing, or talking. Love is an action that comes from within one’s soul, and allows to respond to the needs of others, not with piety, but with empathy, with an understanding and willingness to share the other person’s needs. Love offers something to drink to the thirsty, and gives the hungry something to eat. (Mt. 25:35) Last week, we read Johns word from 1 John 3:16 where he said: “He laid down His life for us,” and then he added: “and we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers.” In 1982 the Roman Catholic Church beatified (made a saint of) a priest by the name Maximilian Kolbe. Friar Kolbe volunteered to die in place of a man in Auschwitz, and was sent by the Germans to the gas chambers. Because of that priest, Franciszek Gajowniczek, the man saved from death survived the horrors of Auschwitz. Friar’s Kolbe’s sacrifice was not something very common, but it was indeed the “true love in action.” We today may not face such horrific experiences, although Christianity is very much demonized by modern society, by the modern media and many politicians, and yet, we are still called to “love” instead of “hate.” At the same time, we also need to realize that there are many people today who face the risks of losing lives while serving others. Among them are police officers, firefighters, EMS workers, soldiers as well as Christian missionaries in many countries. The modern society may say that what these people do is their “duty,” but in my book these men and women, represent the existence of “true love of others” and a true service.
6. As you know I serve a number of Funeral Homes in the area and last year one of the young women in one of these homes told me about donating a kidney, so her mother, who was in need of a transplant, could also receive one. In our conversation also recalled, a young basketball player, a member of the Toronto Raptors’ team, a few years ago, who was willing to donate his kidney to his sick sister, sacrificing his athletic career, despite the fact that his sister has already lost previously transplanted kidney and her survival was questioned even with the transplant of the new one. These two people may represent only two examples of those who truly are guided by unconditional love, and willing to offer what others need, but they are not the only ones showing that true love is not passive, apathetic, or indifferent. Love cares and love acts, love offers another chance for someone to have a new life. We as Christians know this, and we heard all this before, because the Scriptures assure us of the importance of love, but the question still lingers: “Do we, as the species, truly know what love is?” Observing our modern society’s actions, and hearing what the people say, and how they behave towards one another, I wonder. Do we really know what love is?
7. What is so evident, is that love has become a totally foreign concept to so many people today, but what is especially tragic, is that even in the Church, love has been replaced with such words as “justice, fairness, peace.” Don’t take me wrong, these concepts are important and valid, but unfortunately, the ways these are often offered, are too often deeply immersed in “vengeance, sinfulness and oppression,” aimed towards those who hold the opposite view. The attitude of: “my way or a highway,” has become so common that it seems as this is the only “acceptable way” of pursuing the goals, whether of social, political or even religious matter. As the Church, we know the true love, and we must insist on showing and confronting others with the true love. Once again, Jesus gave us the perfect example and John reminds us of this example and calling us to act and to preserve true love, and to do it without any compromise. We know that true love is taught only by Jesus Christ, therefore it is so important to keep introducing, and re-introducing Jesus and His love to the world, even though the world has rejected, and keeps on rejecting Him. I know that what I say is nothing new, nothing “earth shattering,” but sometimes the Church, and the world too, needs to get the “refresher course,” even in the basic, unpretentious matters, and definitely in terms of understanding and accepting of what the true love is all about. The reason is simple, as humans, we tend to become passive, comfortably set in our ways, and we do not like to embrace changes, but unfortunately, the “status quo” is not only unproductive, but outright destructive in this case. It certainly applies to true love, so, as the tile of my sermon says: We must keep to “Re-examine love.”
