The Sacrifice of Love

    Eugene Peterson, in his book Under the Unpredictable Plant, explains that it was once popular in some parts of Eastern Europe to build large pulpits in the form of whales standing upright on their tails.  The priest or pastor of the church would enter at the base of the whale, climb a ladder through the body of the whale and emerge from the whale’s mouth, where he would preach his sermon. When I read of such pulpits and began to think about the symbolism involved I found it quite compelling.  

     You will perhaps remember the story of Jonah.  God called him to go to Ninevah to deliver God’s message. But Jonah didn’t like the Ninevites, so he got in a boat and headed the opposite direction, heading toward Tarshish, which was more to his liking.  God wasn’t about to be snubbed, however, and so He blew up a storm at sea, nearly sinking the ship in which Jonah sailed. The sailors on the boat were a superstitious lot, and when the storm hit they believed that someone on board must have done something to invoke God’s wrath.  When they voiced this belief, Jonah, who held the same belief that they did, fessed up and told them to throw him over board so that not all would perish. That would have been the end of the story except for the fact that the Bible says that  God had prepared a great fish (the Bible doesn’t call it a whale) to swallow Jonah and to save him from drowning. Jonah spent three days and nights in the whale’s belly where he got somewhat of an attitude adjustment.  When he gave up and decided to obey God, God directed the great fish to vomit Jonah out on the closest beach to Ninevah from which Jonah 

2

went into the city and preached what God told him to preach.

    When I apply this story to my task of preaching, the idea of preaching from a whale pulpit makes perfect sense. When I sit down to write a sermon, and come to a Scripture passage I want to preach from, I bring my own ideas, pet opinions, and prejudices to the text.  In other words, I first want it to say what I want it to say rather than to hear what the text really does say. And sometimes when I begin to write a sermon God is calling me to go one way, but I head off in the opposite direction instead.  But God never lets that alone and I know in my heart that I will have nothing of value to say on Sunday morning if I have not spent some time wrestling with the Scriptures I’m to preach from. What has to happen is that I need to come to a place of surrender to the Word of God which God is speaking into my heart, a Word within the word that speaks to us of our present need in the present moment, a word that is powerful and effective, a word that variously comforts, challenges, instructs, corrects, and that always calls for us to be further transformed into the image of Jesus Christ. 

     Thus, if I am going to be true to the task of preaching God’s word, I need to enter into the belly of the whale every week. I need to spend time with God in the darkness until I see the light and am willing to go where He wants me to go and say what He wants me to say.

     But I would suggest to you this morning that what applies to preaching the word also applies to hearing it.  
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In a sense, when we come together to worship each Sunday, we all come through the belly of the whale. We come in with our own agendas, hopes, fears, dreams, 

desires, plans, wounds, guilt and sins. We all come with our own opinions and prejudices, and if our worship is to be authentic and effective, we must all be willing to hear what God has to say to us and adjust our stuff to His stuff. The purpose of real worship is not to bend God to our will but that we might be bent to His will. We are invited to come in one way and be spit back out into the world another way, to go out of church more like Christ than when we came in. 

     I will be the first to tell you that this is not always pleasant. The whale’s belly after all is a cold, dark, smelly, confining, and slimy place; there is no solid footing beneath our feet. But being in the whale’s belly isn’t all bad either. If we pay attention as we journey through the whale we will soon enough come to understand that we are not alone here. The Lord is here and invites us to draw near. He gives light and warmth to all who will hear and obey His voice.  He will change us here in the whale’s belly if we allow Him to, and when we come forth we will be a wonder. He says, “Behold I make all things new.”

     The Scripture passage I felt led to wrestle with for this Sunday are familiar verses from I Corinthians 13, verses 4-8a, where Paul describes the kind of love that comes from God--this is the kind of love we are to have for each other and the kind of love we are to share with everyone.  Paul says:
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 “Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with 

the truth.  It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. Love never fails.”

     When we first consider these verses we may be tempted to give consent too easily, to say:  “Yes, this is the way it should be.”  We may even claim to have achieved it:  “Why sure we love one another. We are all about His love here at Fourth Street!”  Our first response to this Scripture may be one of self-justification; we claim to be O.K. when it comes to love.  But are we really O.K. with love? Is our love just like this love? Always patient, kind, content, humble, courteous, selfless, temperate, and completely forgiving?  Does our love always protect one another? Does it express itself by trusting one another and in giving one another the benefit of a doubt? Do we hope the best for each other and hang in there with each other no matter what?  Does our love never fail?

     Eugene Peterson in his translation of the Bible called The Message puts Paul’s words this way:

“Love never gives up. 

Love cares more for others than for self.

Love doesn't want what it doesn't have. 

Love doesn't strut,

Doesn't have a swelled head, 

Doesn't force itself on others, 

Isn't always "me first,"

Doesn't fly off the handle, 
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Doesn't keep score of the sins of others,

Doesn't revel when others grovel, 

Takes pleasure in the flowering of truth,

Puts up with anything, 

Trusts God always, 

Always looks for the best,

Never looks back,

But keeps going to the end. “

     Hearing it in these words, it soon becomes obvious that what we often call love is only a watered down version of the real thing. And, if we meditate on these words long enough, we will soon find ourselves in the belly of the whale where we must confront and repent of our version of love in order to receive and embrace God’s love that is supernatural and goes beyond all human understanding. It is only here “in the belly of the whale” that we come to understand that it is only in union with God and by the power of the Holy Spirit that we can love like this. And, in this new found humility, we find hope and are positioned to become more like Jesus. It’s good to do time in the belly of the whale.
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