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 Wouldn't you agree with me that lots of people these days seem to be looking for love.  Of 

course, they always have been and no doubt always will be.  But it’s no less so today.  Maybe 

you are looking for love too.  And the means people use to find love can be quite varied. 

 Take this classified ad in the "personal" column of a newspaper:  "HERE I AM, unusual 

and good looking 37-year-old woman, sitting alone in my apartment, wondering where all the 

aware, caring, generous, stable and adventurous gentlemen are."  Is that inviting?   

 Sometimes people get a little more daring and desperate in their search for love.  I once 

was, rather desperately, looking for love, in a childish sort of way.  It was in about grade 4 or 5.  

There was a girl, Linda, whom I had a total crush on.  And she seemed to like me a little, but I 

wasn’t sure sure how much.  So, when the teacher wasn't looking, I passed her a note.   It read:  

"Do you love me?"  And there were three boxes she could check.  One was labelled "Yes," one 

was labelled "No," and one was labelled “Maybe.”  Wanna know how she voted?   The note 

came back, and I saw a check mark in the YES box.  And I thought, "Wow, that’s great!"  But 

wait.  On second look, I noticed that the check had been erased--it was a smudge--and there was a 

second check mark, a darker one, in the box labelled "MAYBE."  So how was I to read that one?  

"Yes, I love you, but on second thought….." 

 Of course, it’s not always clear what we mean by “love,” including in the church, where we 

use the word quite a lot.  Some grade 10 students were given an assignment to write an essay on 

their definition of love.  Here’s what one wrote:  "Life is one thing after another.  Love  

is two things after each other."  Another student wrote, "Love is the feeling in your stomach of 

butterflies wearing roller skates."  The one that took the prize, however, was this one: "Love is 

that feeling you feel when you feel you are going to have a feeling you have never felt before." 

 Those definitions of love are quite different from the one given by the late German 

theologian Paul Tillich.  For Paul Tillich, love is not ecstatic sensations and bubbly feelings.  

Love is a power, a force, an energy moving through the universe.  Here’s the way Tillich puts it:  

"Love is life itself in its actual unity. The forms and structures in which love embodies itself are the 

forms and structures in which life is possible, in which life overcomes its self-destructive forces."  

Wow.  Pretty heady stuff.  Butterflies on roller skates is easier to understand.  Now Paul Tillich 

was a good German, so his sentences are very dense and difficult, and I have to read them several 

times before I begin to get what he’s saying.  But put more simply, I think he is saying something 

like this:   "Love is the power, within us and outside of us, that breaks down walls, and removes 

unnatural borders, and builds bridges, and binds together things that have become separated, and 

reunites us with others and with God." 

 Which is kind of like the love talked about in perhaps the most well-known verse of 

scripture. It’s a verse that hangs on walls, appears on roadside signboards, is imprinted on bumper 

stickers, is held up on placards at football games, and flies across computer screens as a screen 

saver.  It’s probably the first Bible verse you learned in Sunday School.  You know it:   John 

3:16.  We know it by heart…. Really, it’s better translated like this:  "For God loved the cosmos 

this much:   that he gave his only Son.”    It’s usually translated “world,” but the word is really 

“cosmos”--God loved the cosmos--all the plants and animals and rocks on our earth, all the other 



billions of stars and planets and solar systems in the universe, and all the human persons, young 

and old, strong and weak, wise and simple, law-abiding and law-breakers, all the Mother Teresas  

and all the Osama Bin Ladens and every person in between--God loved not selectively, but all, 

everyone, everything, the whole cosmos.  And how much?   Well, “God loved the cosmos this 

much-- that he gave his only Son.”  And why?  “So that everyone who believes in him may not 

miss out on, but share in, the life of God’s new age.”  There’s the power—out of God’s love, a 

new age is dawning, bring with it a new energy, a new force for life.   Like steam pressing under 

a lid, this love-force is about a lot more than feelings of butterflies on roller skates.  It’s an energy 

that presses back against the powers and traditions and customs and laws that damage relationships 

and harshly separate people.  The energy of God’s love is kind of like the power of spring—that 

new energy that’s right now slowly starting to push back against a very cold winter.  But, unlike 

steam under a lid, or the forces of nature, the love of God that is reconciling the cosmos is not an 

impersonal power.  It has a human face and a human heart.  That face and heart is the face and 

heart of an enemy-loving, sinner- embracing, footwashing, peacemaking, cross-bearing man 

named Jesus.  “For God loved the cosmos this much:  that he came to us in Jesus, in order to 

bring together all that has been torn apart.”  Martin Luther called John 3:16 “the gospel in 

miniature.”  It’s the verse that’s at the core of the Christian faith, it’s why we worship here this 

morning. 

 But even a cosmos-loving God has his moments.  Even God sometimes smudges out the 

check mark in the “Yes” box and puts it under “Maybe.”  Like in the desert, when ungrateful 

Israel complains.  We heard the story.  "Why did you bring us out here to die, God?  We'd be 

better off back in the safe secure slavery of Egypt."  And God says, “Alright, since you’ve 

forgotten that Egypt was a prison I led you out of, and since you don’t trust that I will see you 

through this desert, then here, go ahead—enjoy the poisonous snakes that live in this wasted  

place.”  That's consequences...live without gratitude and trust in God, and your life will be 

poisoned.  Upside down and inside out like this cloth we’ve had here every week. 

 And yet, God's "Maybe" is for but a moment.  For when Israel cries out for deliverance 

from these snakes, God erases the mark he has put in the “Maybe I love you box,” and marks it 

again clearly in the “Yes” box.  And God makes a way out of the consequences he has allowed:  

"Make a poisonous serpent out of bronze," he tells Moses, "and put it up on a pole, so that when the 

people get bitten by the snakes, they can look at that serpent on that pole, and find a power 

there—the power of my love—and be healed."  

 And John the gospel writer looks back at that incident in the desert and says, “That was a 

foreshadowing of Jesus.  Like that lifted-up serpent, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, on a 

cross, from which will flow power for the world’s healing.”  And all of that—this person, this 

power of love, John says, was a gift. 

 There’s one problem with gifts.  Sometimes we don’t want them, and refuse them.  In 

China, Julie and I would want to treat students to a meal out, just because we enjoyed being with 

them.  Oh no, they couldn’t accept, it’s embarassing.  In Chinese culture, you lose face if you 

accept a gift.  Or, if you do accept a gift, you have to give one back in return.  So the students 

would finally agree out to eat with us, and then quick jump up and pay the check.  Or they’d later 

come by with a gift to repay us.  It was very hard for them to accept a gift. 

 Sometimes we go through polite motions of accepting a gift, and then set it aside…or cast 

it off.  Once as a little kid at Christmas I ordered boxes of cheese for some of my relatives...for 

some reason I was into giving cheese boxes.  I thought this was a neat gift, six different kinds of 

cheese.  One of the boxes I gave to my special Aunt and uncle.  Oh they were pleased, thank you  

very much.  A month or two after Christmas my family visited the daughter of my aunt and uncle, 

and her family, who were my cousins.  On the back porch of their house was the washing 



machine.  There on the washing machine I spotted that gift box of cheese.  I felt a little bad, that 

my gift had not apparently been well received by my aunt and uncle—maybe they didn’t like 

cheese-- and had gotten cast off onto someone else’s washing machine. 

 This love—this energy of love coming from Jesus that reconciles and heals and creates a 

new world--is a gift, John says. And it is given whether we like it or not.  And he also says it’s a 

gift that demands a choice.  He makes it pretty black and white.  God’s love gift is a gift that 

either attracts or repels.  You have to check either YES or NO.  There’s not really a box labeled 

“MAYBE.”  And that “no thank you” can be of at least two kinds.  It can be indifference, like 

appearing to accept that box of cheese and then sloughing it off onto someone else’s back porch 

washing machine.  And, the “no thank you” can also be active and militant, a fist in the face of 

God, like fighting back against the places where the steam of love is pushing up through the cracks 

to create a most just and reconciled world.  This season of Lent is a time when you and I are 

prompted to reflect on how we often check “no” to God’s question, “Do you love me?”  And we 

know how Lent is going to end—with the whole world checking the NO box, using as its pencil the  

an old rugged cross. 

 But that’s God-- giving Jesus as a gift of love, whether we like it or not, because God loved 

the cosmos that much.  A gift that shows how resolutely God keeps marking his check mark in the 

box labelled “Yes” I love you.”  

 Once there was a young man who quarreled with his father, and left home.  This son 

continued to keep in touch with his mother, and wanted very badly to come home for Christmas.  

But he was afraid his father would not allow him.  His mother wrote to him and urged him to 

come home, but the son did not feel he could until he knew his father had forgiven him.  Finally, 

there was no time for any more letters.  His mother wrote and said she would talk with the father, 

and if he had forgiven him, she would tie a white rag on the tree which grew right alongside the  

railroad tracks near their home, which he could see before the train reached the station.  If there 

was no rag, it would be better if he went on.  

 So the young man started home. As the train drew near his home, he became so nervous 

that he said to his friend who was traveling with him, "I can't bear to look. Sit in my place and look 

out the window.  I’ll describe the tree, and you tell me whether there is a rag on it or not."  So his 

friend changed places with him and took a seat by the window.  As the train approached the town 

the friend said, "Oh yes, I see the tree." The son asked, "Is there a white rag tied to it?"  For a 

moment the friend did not say anything.  Then he turned, and in a very gentle voice said, "There is 

a white rag tied to every limb of that tree!"    

 A big question Lent leaves you and me with is what we do about all those white rags.  

What are we going to do with a God who, like it or not, loved us that much?   


