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On Love and Marriage
(Colossians 3:12-14)

A love story from the East Coast
This is a true story.  A New York woman boarded the New York-Washington DC shuttle plane early one morning.  She was going to the capital on a short business trip.  She got on the plane, and glancing across the aisle, noticed a man.  Something burned inside and she felt a lump in her throat.  She looked down at her papers and could feel his eyes upon her.  She couldn’t concentrate on the numbers in front of her so she stole a peek.  At that very instant he glanced at her.  Their eyes met then parted, hers to her paperwork, his to his briefcase, an open magazine folded on top. She could feel her cheeks turning red.

That is when the thought first crossed her mind.  This is the man I am going to marry.

The plane landed and she walked down the corridors of the airport towards the baggage claim, where she could hail a taxi.  As she walked she couldn’t escape the feeling of his eyes upon her and she couldn’t calm the nervous fluttering of her heart.  This is crazy, she said to herself.  I’ve got to get a grip on myself.  But the thought wouldn’t go away.  I just met the man I am going to marry.

They stood nearby, waiting for rides.  Then she was in a taxi, riding away. She turned and looked and he was running after her, his briefcase in one hand, his free hand waving.  She grabbed a scrap of paper off the backseat, and hurriedly wrote down her phone number, pressing it to the window. She yelled at the taxi to stop but he was in the middle of traffic and couldn’t.  There was no way that he could see the phone number.

She sat in her meeting.  She couldn’t think of anything but him.  Get a grip, she told herself.  The meeting seemed so totally irrelevant.  She felt desperate.  She had met the man she was to marry but she was stuck.  Then she remembered.  He didn’t have a suitcase, only a briefcase.  He had to be flying the shuttle back to New York that same day!  She raised her hand and announced that she wasn’t feeling well.  She walked out of the meeting, grabbed a taxi, and went back to the airport. She went back to the terminal where the shuttles fly back and forth between New York and Washington.  She began to wait.

She waited all morning but he never came.  She waited all afternoon but he never came.  She waited throughout the evening but he never came.  She thought to herself, I am so stupid, I am so incredibly stupid.  The last plane back to New York was ready to board and the man she was to marry was not there.  She got on the plane and flew sadly back to New York.

The plane landed in New York.  Filled with sadness tinged with anger at herself, she walked down the ramp.  As she emerged into the airport she lifted her eyes and saw him standing there.  He looked at her and said “I’ve been waiting all day for you!”  Soon thereafter, they were married.

Marriage, the Bible, our own lives
Well, you might say, that story is a little over the top.  That’s the stuff of fiction and the movies.  But for dreamy-eyed romantics like me it strikes a responsive chord, reminding that in the middle of this life, with all its craziness and wars and poverty and struggle, still love can find a way.  

I want to share a few reflections this morning on love and marriage.  I think it is a good thing to center our thoughts on things that are so central to so many of our lives.  At the same time I want to recognize that this is a subject that may cause pain and anguish.  Some of us are here today living with a deep sense of contentment and love at the core of our lives, we can’t imagine life without our marriage partner.  For some of us this truth is now a memory.  It was there but death intervened and now all I have are the memories.  Others of us have suffered in marriage and it fundamentally was not a healthy place to be.  Some of us have not known love and marriage and we live, contentedly, right to this very day, single.

The biblical record is something of a mixed bag.  It, of course, comes to us out of a world completely different from our own.  It was a patriarchal world.  We don’t get a lot of help from the Lord blessing Abraham and Sarah as Abraham takes slave-girl Hagar unto himself in order to provide offspring.  Israel’s kings with all their wives and concubines is totally alien.  We always look to Jesus but he never married, nor did the apostle Paul.  So we do not have their model to follow.  

We do have lusty verses from Song of Solomon describing the fawning joys of blissful love.  We do have, in the Creation story, that therefore a man leaves his father and his mother and clings to his wife, and they become one flesh.  We have New Testament teachings on love.  Paul says in I Corinthians 13 that  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.  

We are all to be, Paul says in Ephesians subject to one another but he gets more specific in this same passage saying wives are to be similarly subject to their husbands while husbands, on the other hand, are to love their wives.

For me, in trying to find a biblical handle on marriage that relates to our modern day, I turn to passages like we read in Colossians 3.  Clothe yourself in kindness, humility, compassion, meekness, and patience…and above all, clothe yourselves with love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony.  I don’t think we can pretend that Paul is talking specifically about marriages but it is good, general advice, that applies to everyone, both inside and outside of marriage.

I believe that a marriage ceremony is an act of worship and commitment lived out in the context of community.  Though we respect the state’s role in handing out marriage licenses, the church understands this sacred ritual as a time when (to quote the Mennonite Minister’s Manuel) in worship we recognize two people who covenant to love each other faithfully and to live together within God’s love to their mutual benefit.  It is God who joins the couple, but those who attend the wedding agree, by their presence, to offer them encouragement and support.

So marriage, from an Anabaptist Christian point of view, is something we all have an interest in.  Not, of course, in a nosey, unduly inquisitive way, but rather so that we can support and strengthen these key relationships around the church.  

Some marriage building blocks
Earlier this week Sharon showed me a quote from the book Captain Corelli’s Mandolin by Louis de Bernieres.  Here’s what it says:
Love is a temporary madness.  It erupts like an earthquake and then subsides.  And when it subsides you have to make a decision.  You have to work out whether your roots have become so entwined together that it is inconceivable that you should ever part.  Because this is what love is.  Love is not breathlessness…Love itself is what is left over when being in love has burned away, and this is both an art and a fortunate accident.  Your mother and I had it, we had roots that grew towards each other underground, and when all the pretty blossoms had fallen from our branches we found that we were one tree and not two.

So that’s not bad, though I for one am not at all about to agree that love has to be, necessarily, only a temporary madness.  To that I wish to say, “viva le madness!”  So, what can we do to encourage--as individuals, as married couples, and as a church community—this madness to continue?  What can we do to foster healthy marriages whether in our own families or in our church?

You know that I’m not a trained counselor but I find myself, in my pre-marital conversations, thinking along the lines of family systems.  A simple thing couples can ask themselves is “how was this done in my family of origin?”  Roles, money, in-laws, vacations, dealing with conflict, use of time, entertainment…we have all learned a lot in the families that raised us.  They profoundly shape us into who we are.  When you get married you have to ask the question…how was it done over there in my partner’s family?  A new couple has the opportunity to decide that, yes, it was done this way or that way in your family, and my family, but we together are going to go in this direction.  It’s just important to recognize the forces that shaped us.

Though I don’t think Scripture specifically prohibits inter-faith marriage, I think it makes eminent sense to marry someone of like faith.  What one believes and holds dear radiates out into how we view the world, how we respond to the world and its needs, and leads us to the values our lives will express.  When core beliefs are aligned, it is that much easier to build a strong marriage.

You ask anybody the question, what makes for a good marriage? And you are sure to get the response:  communication.  You’ve just got to communicate.  Of course there are all sorts of communication styles.  Some of us are chatty and some of us are strong and silent.  And communication isn’t just about talking, it’s also about being a good listener.  And being a good listener in a marriage means not just hearing the words but understanding the intended meaning behind the words.  How many times have I been so busy in my mind formulating what I’m going to say next that I fail to listen to what someone is saying to me.

Communication happens in a lot of ways.  Some fresh baked cookies, suddenly just there, says something.  A toilet bowl getting scrubbed, that says something.  A short note, well timed, that says something.  My mother-in-law taught me, “always kiss before you say good-bye.”  Even the most perfunctory of kisses says something.

In marriage you can talk a lot, communicate a lot, but the real stuff isn’t said.  Or the silence can be filled with assumptions that may have worked for a time, but have grown off-kilter.  So it’s important to communicate, really communicate.  But the days are filled with activity, time goes by, the hours turn to weeks and months, even years, many years, and the important things aren’t communicated.  A practical approach is to schedule conversations.  Don’t just spring it on your marriage partner.  Agree that Friday night at 9 p.m. we are going to talk about that mutual fund or Joseph or whether or not we are going to attend this family gathering in Shafter.  And then, honor the appointment.

It should go without saying, but it must be said, that the steady practice of faithfulness, honesty, non-violence, and honor are essential qualities of a healthy marriage.  These are the building blocks of a marriage that has integrity.  These are important, even radical qualities to practice within a culture that lifts up these characteristics as noble and good, yet allows for individual expression that circumvents them.  And then these exceptions are sometimes glamorized, or looked upon with a knowing wink.

The practice of agape love, that kind of self-giving love that Jesus practiced and taught, and that Paul refers to when he says to husbands, love your wives, is essential to a healthy marriage.  It’s part of building a marriage with integrity.  Maya Angelou’s poem “Many and More” captures it well:

	There are many and more
	who would kiss my hand,
	taste my lips,
	to my loneliness lend
	their bodies warmth.

	I have want of a friend.

	There are few, some few,
	who would give their names
	and fortunes rich
	or sent first sons
	to my ailing bed.

I have need of a friend.

There is one and only one
who will give the air
from his failing lungs
for my body’s mend.

And that one is my love.

This kind of friendship, this practice of agape love, leads me to think of the importance of intimacy in a loving, married, relationship.  The stereotype is that men think of intimacy in raw, physical ways, while women think of intimacy in more tender, understanding, sensitive, spiritual ways.  While such generalizations have some basis in what actually is, I do believe as uniquely created human beings we have the capacity to be more than a stereotype.  

To me, a marriage without intimacy is going to exist on shaky ground.  Intimacy, like communication, needs to be nurtured and cultivated.  It’s important for couples, in their marriage, to work at nurturing sacred space that only they know.  Here’s where we learn to know that there is one and only one who will give the air from his failing lungs for my body’s mend.  

Love and marriage in the context of our church
We witness to God’s love and faithfulness in our marriages.  Some of us know that it is only by some miracle of God’s that we stand here today.  

Here’s a word especially to those who have been married for a time.  We have an opportunity to offer a positive testimony to younger ones in our church, both married and unmarried.  People are watching us.  People notice the body language, the way we talk to our spouses, just the way we are.  Don’t think it goes unnoticed when a couple that’s been together for quite a few decades is noticed laughing and having a good time together over a simple beerock at a Wednesday evening Dine out at Church.

And then too, when we baptize people and become members of our church we say that we are willing to “give and receive counsel.”  I dare say this means we are willing to speak into this area of another person’s life, his or her marriage.  Now of course, such a word needs to be done judiciously, prudently, wisely, but the church, including our church, at its best is a place where we can lean on others, and receive encouragement from others for even this arena of life.

And I end with a MCC story from Africa about a community of people supporting a young couple.

Alfahal was a young Muslim man, just 18, living in Chad when he learned he had leprosy.  That very day he was forced to leave his home.  He knew that he could not return to his family and friends and that his four sisters would not be able to marry if word got out that there was leprosy in the family.  Though he smiled often it masked a deep pain.  He said “outside I’m laughing but inside I’m crying.”

Alfahal was able to travel all the way to Addis Ababa, Ethiopia for treatment at the All Africa Leprosy Rehabilitation and Training Center hospital.  He lived there for two years.  In spite of his bad fingers he learned to do card tricks.

On the day of his departure for home friends (MCC folks) noticed a young woman, Fatima, crying at the airport.  She had been his helper on the hospital ward, washing his clothes and bringing him food.  Her leprosy had not progressed nearly as much as his.  Fatima was upset and distressed as Alfahal left.

For the next year and a half Alfahal wrote letters.  Could his MCC friends help Fatima come to N’Djamena to be his wife?  The paperwork was immense but eventually Fatima got on a plane for N’Djamena, Chad.  She arrived and two days later they were married.  Alfahal phoned his friends saying “Thank you so much for helping us get together. We are celebrating our marriage by killing five sheep.  Many friends are rejoicing with us.  I’m laughing and crying at the same time.”

And so to marriage anchored in deep-rooted love, stitched together by all the practices that promote health and vitality, and nurtured by a caring community, I say, thanks be to God.  Amen.
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