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Quinquagesima, February 25, 2001 
The Sunday before Lent starts always brings us face to face with one of the best-known, most-read, and least-understood passages in the New Testament. That is St. Paul's hymn to charity in the thirteenth chapter of his First Epistle to the Corinthians. It is a very worthwhile passage to think about as Lent begins. It tells us that the only reason for Christian discipline -- in Lent or any other time of the year -- is to try to make ourselves more charitable. 
One of the barriers to understanding this passage is the connotation the word "charity" has in our current usage. Charity is what stronger and richer people bestow upon weaker or poorer ones, out of the presumed goodness of their hearts -- or the advantages in the tax codes. There is always a faint hint of condescension about it. "I won't accept your charity." "He gave his old tennis shoes and his canned hams to charity." 
The Greek word the King James Version translates as "charity" -- and it doesn't clear anything up to translate it "love" -- means selfless action for the good of another person. When Jesus tells us to "love" our neighbors, he isn't ordering us to feel good about them or to think friendly and sentimental thoughts about them. He is telling us, instead, to do what is best for them to act always for their good. 
The selflessness in Christian charity -- in this sort of love -- is of foremost importance. When I say I love my family or I love my friends or I love "Win Ben Stein's Money," it is obvious that I love those things at least in part because I derive some sort of personal satisfaction from loving them. In the charity kind of love, what I am going to get out of it is not a consideration at all. 
The ministry offers all sorts of opportunities to do good for other people. I hope I take advantage of at least some of them. But in my heart of hearts I know it is impossible even to imagine a completely selfless act much less actually perform one. 
There is always part of me that wants people to tell me what a wise and good person I am. I want to took at myself in the mirror after I have done something for somebody else and say, "You know, you really are a great guy." If I am in a particularly masochistic mood, I can also remind myself that, I am after all, getting paid to do this. It is not possible even to approach selflessness without God's help. 
St. Paul fleshes out what it means to be charitable. He describes what the life and the attitudes of a truly selfless person would look like. A charitable person puts up with anything and everything, because he has not made his own convenience and comfort his top priority. A charitable person does not try to call attention to himself or put himself forward. 
When a charitable person hears something negative about another person, he doesn't immediately conclude the worst or impute the basest possible motives to the person under discussion. He surely does not take pleasure in the real or imagined bad behavior. Instead he seeks the truth, and he actually prefers knowing the truth to wallowing in salacious rumors and suppositions. Can any of us say that that describes us? 
First Corinthians 13 is part of a more extended teaching on spiritual gifts. Gifts come from God, they are not human achievements. Charity is not something we can have or exhibit without God's help. In chapter 12, St. Paul says that God gives every Christian one or more gifts which he is supposed to use for the benefit of the whole church -- to edify and build up the body of Christ. 
In Chapter 13, he says that the gifts he has talked about in Chapter 12 are only temporary. "Whether there be prophecies, they shall fail ... whether there be knowledge, it shall vanish away." The three greatest gifts are available to everybody. They are faith, hope, and charity, and even among them charity -- selfless action -- is the only one that will last. 
"Charity never faileth," because charity describes the behavior of Jesus himself. Jesus was always charitable – "Greater love hath no man than this that a man lay down his life for his friends." The crucifixion is the supreme act of charity. If you are hoping to find out what your spiritual gift is, start out by asking God to help you to be more charitable. 
St. Paul concludes the chapter by describing the final fruits of charity. Our selfishness and the general fallen state of the world mean that we cannot see things as they really are. We don't see ourselves clearly, and we can't perceive fully how God is working things out through what happens to us. St. Paul says that it is like looking into a mirror in a funhouse -- the image is distorted – "Now we see through a glass, darkly." 
At the end of time we shall be able to see everything clearly and without any distortion. We shall see ourselves as God sees us, and we shall see the point of the unfolding pattern of our lives clearly. We shall finally be able to understand what God was up to all along. "Then (we shall see) face to face. Now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also I am known. And now abideth faith, hope, charity, these three; but the greatest of these is charity." 


The Collect: O Lord, who hast taught us that all our doings without charity are nothing worth; Send thy Holy Ghost, and pour into our hearts that most excellent gift of charity, the very bond of peace and of all virtues, without which whosoever liveth is counted dead before thee. Grant this for thine only Son Jesus Christ's sake. Amen. 
The Epistle: 1 Corinthians 13:1-13
The Gospel: St. Luke 18:31-43 
