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Text: 1 Corinthians 13:1-13


Ask just about any 10-year-old these days, ìWhat is the greatest story ever told?î and theyíll not likely jump immediately to Genesis 1 and recite the whole witness of Scripture.


Instead, theyíll probably begin by regaling you with the tale of J.K. Rowlingís boy wizard Harry Potter, whose continuing adventures have sparked a worldwide phenomenon. Six books and four films have already sold in stratospheric numbers, and the seventh and final book is awaited by the elementary-school set with anticipation thatís matched only by Christmas morning. (And before you roll your eyes about a Harry Potter approach to the sermonódonít forget that while some of you muggles may be tired of Harry, children, the publishing worldÖand your PastorÖclearly are not. Okay, then.)


Are these stories of magic and wizardry? Or are they the tales of a battle between good and evil? Are they worthy of praise or sneers? Some people, as you know, have denounced the books based on their magical subject matter. Others have seen them as a force for good, pulling children away from the TV or computer screen and getting them interested in reading a good old-fashioned page-turning book. Still others have looked at J.K. Rowlingís characters and themes and seen them as useful metaphors for much larger themes.


One of the more interesting appropriations of the Harry Potter mania is Tom Morrisí recent book If Harry Potter Ran General Electric: Leadership Wisdom from the World of Wizards�. Morris is a best-selling business writer, whose other books include If Aristotle Ran General Motors. He doesnít explain what GM or GE might look like if Harry and Aristotle were both running the show, but itís likely thereíd be some combination of Nicomachean ethics and Hogwartian wizardryóhow to both conduct business virtuously and have a crackiní good giggle at the same time.


Morris began to understand the appeal of the Harry Potter books when he started using Harry as an example in teaching business seminars and received an enthusiastic response. He realized that ìthere is real wisdom to be found in each of these books about friendship, adversity, success, leadership, honesty, courage, loyalty, love and ethics that can help anyone live a better and more accomplished life.î�


To get this we have to go underneath all the magical (and, consequently, ìfictionalî) aspects of the story and get at the really magical element that makes this storyÖand, indeed, any good storyÖworkóthe real magic of relationships. Page down beneath all the wizardry, Morris says, and youíll see that the real power that drives the Harry Potter stories, and, indeed, the human storyóis love.


The debate over supernatural power in the church isnít new. One of the underlying reasons for Paulís letter to the Corinthians was a claim by some in that young church that they had certain supernatural gifts that gave them special status in the community.


To be sure, they werenít able to ìapparateî and ìdisapparate,î fly on broomsticks, or engage evil with flashing wands like Harry and his friends, but they did consider gifts like speaking in tongues to be signs of unique powers that separated them from their unfortunate, ìnon-giftedî sisters and brothers in Christ.


At the beginning of his first letter to them, Paul is thankful that these Corinthian Christians recognize their gifts (1 Corinthians 1:7), but at the same time he wants them to know that these ìmanifestation[s] of the Spiritî are given to all believers and are to be used for the ìcommon goodî (1 Corinthians 12:1-31)Öfor the building up of the whole community.


The acquisition of personal power and the ambition to use it for oneís own gain is a real temptation. In J.K. Rowlingís imaginary world, the wizards are constantly tempted to use their powers to benefit themselves and, indeed, some do and wind up putting the entire magical community in danger. Lord Voldemortóthe personification of evil in the Harry Potter seriesóreflects the Machiavellian (or underhanded) philosophy that there is no such thing as good and evilóonly power. Tom Morris argues that Voldemortís lust for power can manifest itself in leaders in the real world when he says, ìAn all-consuming pursuit of power easily becomes a worship of power and plunges a person into a state of corruption that cuts him off from all the higher values in life. Like traditional forms of idolatry, this pursuit ends up being self-defeating and self-destructive.î�


As Harry battles Lord Voldemort and resists being caught up by the dark wizardís power play, he does so with the words of his teacher and mentor Professor Albus Dumbledore ringing in his ears. At the close of Harry Potter and the Sorcererís Stone, Dumbledore gives Harry a pearl of wisdom that Morris calls ìthe simplest, deepest, and most important insight in all the Harry Potter books: Love is the greatest power in the world. Despite all the magical force displayed by the characters in the stories, ìthe most magical force of all is presented as love.î�


J.K. Rowling is clearly plagiarizing the apostle Paul here. He makes the point 2,000 years before RowlingÖat the end of chapter 12 in his first letter to the Corinthians. After talking about all the giftsóthe charismataóhe pulls up and says, ìLook, I will now show you something far more powerful.î He then turns to the greatest hymn on the nature of love in all literature, religious or otherwiseó1 Corinthians 13, our text for this morning:


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.	ó1 Corinthians 13:1-13, nrsv


Read through all of the letters from St. Paul in the New Testament and you will find a ton of references to the power of love. If you want a contemporary reference, read through the Harry Potter stories and youíll find this principle at work from the beginning. The series opens with the revelation that when Harry was an infant his parents were murdered by the evil Lord Voldemort, but Harry was spared when his mother, Lilly, threw herself in front of her child, sacrificing her life to save his. Harry bears a lightning-shaped scar on his forehead; it not only reminds him of that day, but also bears his motherís legacy in his heart. Throughout the series he continually puts himself in danger to save his friends, facing malevolent evil with the power of sacrificial love. None of Harryís magical giftedness can compare to this quality of his character.


This is Paulís point exactlyóthat having spiritual gifts like speaking in the tongues of ìangels,î being prophetic, understanding the mysteries of the universe and even having rock solid faith all comes to ìnothingî without love. Even the sacrifice of oneís own life itself amounts to nada if itís not done in love (1 Corinthians 13:1-3). Authentic love trumps the power of magic, spiritual gifts and even death.


When Paul writes of love here in 1 Corinthians (and elsewhere), heís not talking about sentimentality, romance or just plain positive feelings. The Greek language has words for those kinds of loveóstorge, eros and philiaóbut Paul chooses the one word that goes way beyond feelingóagapeólove as an act of the will, a choice, a commitment without conditions.


To put it another way, love is a choice and (to paraphrase Professor Dumbledore via Paul) it is our choices that define us, not our abilities.


The familiar words of 1 Corinthians 13 may often be used at weddings, but the sense of the passage really extends to all human relationships. True love (agape) is not something we hold for ourselves, but something we are to give away freely and extravagantly to others. Look at 1 Corinthians 13:4-7, and it quickly becomes clear that this kind of love isnít expressed with Veldkamp flowers or Hallmark cards, but in the day-to-day decisions we make to give ourselves away to others, even when that love isnít necessarily returned: 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 (1 Corinthians 13:4-7, nrsv).


When Paul and J.K. Rowling insist that love is the ìgreatestî of all possible virtues, they recognize that it is the culmination of all the others. Faith, hope, courage, ethics, truth, friendship and justice all have their foundation in sacrificial, unconditional love. Whether you are looking to fight evil and injustice, run a company, pastor a church, raise a family, be a friend or a colleague, says Tom Morris, remember that ìlove is the deepest force for change; when embraced fully, it shapes all weíre able to do.î�


Love is also the ìgreatestî in Paulís mind because it ìnever endsî (1 Corinthians 13:8). In an eschatological sense, love will be the one thing left in the endóthe love of God for us and our love for each other. Prophecies, tongues, powers and abilities are great and potentially useful in the present, but they will all ìcome to an endî for us individually and corporately. What matters in the end is not what weíve been able to accomplish in our giftedness, but whom and how weíve loved.


In his ìHymn to Love,î St. Paul speaks about the mirror. One of the more interesting magical objects in the early part of Harry Potterís career at Hogwarts is the Mirror of Erised, which the young wizard happens upon one day during one of his several unauthorized explorations of the castle. Harry looks into the mirror and sees other people, even though he is alone in the room. He soon realizes that the images in the mirror are the smiling faces of his dead parents, and he feels a deep mixture of joy and sadness. He can barely take himself away from the mirror, but is forced to when he is almost caught being out and about after hours.


The next night, Harry takes his friend Ron with him to visit the mirror. When Ron steps up to it, he sees himself wearing the badge of Hogwarts Head Boyóthe office to which Ron has secretly desired to ascend one day. He also sees himself holding up the Quidditch Cup (the trophy that goes to the winning team of the schoolís favorite sport). The boys are curious about the mirror and mesmerized by it and what it might mean.


On the third night, Harry returns alone but hears a voice behind him. It is Professor Dumbledore, who warns Harry about the Mirror of Erised, telling the young wizard that its power is that of ìdesireî spelled backward. When people look into the mirror, they see the deepest unfulfilled desires of their hearts. Harryís desire is to know his family. Ronís is for fame and achievement. A completely happy person, says Dumbledore, would look into the mirror and see himself as he truly is.


The mirror is dangerous, continues the headmaster, because people have wasted away staring at it, wondering whether their desires were really possible. When Harry asks his mentor what he sees when he looks in the mirror, Dumbledoreís reply is telling. To Harryís surprise, the old wizard replies that he sees himselfóholding a nice thick pair of socks!


ìFor now we see in a mirror, dimly,î writes Paul, ìbut then we will see face to faceî (1 Corinthians 13:12, emphasis added). For now, we are caught up in the pursuit of the desires of our hearts, looking everywhere for security, adoration, achievement and satisfaction. Ultimately, though, these are not found in a mirror, in magic formulas, in spiritual gifts, in boardrooms, in pulpits, or anywhere else.


Love is the elixir, the potion that vanquishes all selfish desire. In the end, itís love that enables us to see ourselves as we truly areóand to see others as God sees them.


Thatís a power we need and a gift we can all use!


+ + + + + + + + + +


PRAYER


Eternal Creator and Redeemer of all, we praise your name above all others, giving you thanks for the gifts of life and love. Though we were born children of earth, you have taken us up in your arms and made us children of heaven. Let your spark of divine love glow within us once more, that through our lives others will come to know your grace, power, and love. In the name of the Christ we pray. Amen.�


+ + + + + + + + + +
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