I was at a beautiful funeral service in the Southern cemetery chapel on Friday. For a change, I wasn’t standing at the front, but sitting firmly clamped in a pew;  I was there to celebrate a life which had ended before it had properly begun, to support a young Mum and Dad whose hearts were breaking, but it gave me a rare opportunity to observe a fellow minister conducting proceedings.
The little chapel was tightly-packed with friends and family members, few of whom I imagine had much personal religious connection, The lady conducting proceedings was called Kate, one of the Chaplains at Wythenshawe hospital and she began by explaining that as a Christian minister she would  at times be referring to the language of God. “But, for those of you who do not use such language,” she said, “let me explain what I mean by God.”
“God is love, the beginning and the ending and all that is, of love.” Such a short, simple and sweet explanation.

Love of course is anything but simple. Famously, whereas the English language has one word, other languages often have many, expressing and distinguishing different kinds of love. I wonder how many times a day we each use that word ‘love’ with varying degrees of passion and real meaning. We all do it - Don’t you just love those shoes? I’d love a Bailey’s! Love you Mum… Mind how you go love, looove my new job. 

We may very well ‘love’ our husband or wife, our parents and our children, our houses, pets, favourite foods and music and colours, warm sunshine or freezing snow, snuggling up in bed or else pounding the tread-mill in the gym. Apparently, according to those sloganed carrier bags and street posters we are even supposed to ‘Love Manchester.’
Today we have already heard about some different sorts of love. The Old Testament lesson was built around the meeting of Isaac and Rebekah. Abraham is by now in his dotage; according to the text he was already one hundred years old when Isaac was born. His beloved Sarah has died and been buried, establishing a claim on at least one field in the land of Canaan. 

With no wife to arrange matters, Abraham’s fatherly duty is now to find a suitable bride for his son and heir. Too old to undertake the journey himself, Abraham sends a trusted servant back to the land from where they have travelled.

A hefty charge on the servant; imagine if he selected the wrong girl, for the whole future, of “descendents more numerous than the grains of sand on a beach,” promised by God depended on this match. What better approach than to pass the responsibility back to the Lord? And so the servant defines a sign; stopping at a well used by many women fetching water he waits for one who is generous to the extreme.

Isaac and Rebekah’s is one of the great love stories in the Scriptures. Love, instant and enduring love between a man and a woman and the children and grand-children they would bring into the world.
But other forms of love were also alluded to in this passage. The care of a woman, not only for the thirsty stranger she met at the well, but for his train of camels too. And the love of Isaac for the mother who bore him and raised him to manhood, such that Isaac needed to be ‘comforted after his mother’s death.’
The Gospel hints at the frustration of love. Jesus has been talking about himself and about His mission, and then about John the Baptist and of how he had prepared a way, describing John as a prophet, the greatest of all those born of a woman, and a crucial part of God’s plan. 

And now Jesus rounds on the crowds gathered around him; this generation (presumably still thinking of himself and John) are likened to fickle children playing in the open and ‘calling out’ disparagingly to each other. One played beautiful music, but it wasn’t enticing enough to make the other dance dance; one was disturbed and wailing, yet the other was not drawn into the grief. 

One fasted fastidiously and was accused of being possessed by an evil Spirit; one shared food and drink with others around the table and was accused of gluttony and debauchery. It all sounds not dis-similar to “Yesterday in Parliament.”
In contrast, the relationship, the bond between Himself and the Father is utterly complete and perfect.
“No-one knows the Son except the Father; and no-one knows the Father except the Son (and those whom the Son draws in to the secret.)”

 And then the tender plea; Come unto me, all who are weary and carrying great weights, whatever those weights might be. And I will give you rest.

Writing to the church in Rome, Paul sounds like he would benefit from that reassurance. Paul was tormented by the memory of the persecution and oppression he had wreaked on the Christian minority. Meeting the risen Christ on the road, Saul had been first struck down to the ground, but then he had been gently raised back onto his feet again and led into the town and to a disciple who cared enough to take the battered Saul into his own home and tend his wounds, to aid their healing.
That was love indeed, even if love forced by a greater power than his own. Paul was forever indebted to the God who loved him so much that He was ready to re-invent him and always, always start again afresh.

But forever, Paul would come back to beat himself up for his weakness and failure. That frustration again; “I do not understand my own actions.” 

Hands up anyone who sympathises with Paul. Anyone who has ever tucked into a chocolate biscuit or a cream cake, while asserting firmly, “I know I’m not supposed to… anyone who has ever looked the other way when some poor soul begs for some small change…  Anyone who has ever put themselves first at the expense of another… 
“I do not understand my own actions.” But, actually it’s not my fault; I really don’t intentionally do any of these things; it’s the evil that lurks around me and the sinful nature of sin in the world. 

How often I want to say to Paul, just get over it. For we have an infallible Advocate to plead our innocence and to wipe away all our fears. Paul never learned to love himself enough I feel.

But what about the Canticle Beryl shared with us? The Song of Songs, sometimes called the Song of Solomon, is a Book like no other in the Bible. A love song of very explicit and sometimes unbearable tenderness. Verses seemingly more suited to the Romantic poets of the eighteenth / nineteenth centuries, Byron and Keats and Shelley, than to the seers of ancient Scriptural texts.
Verses sometimes of a male lover calling to the object of his desire; sometimes, as in this morning’s case, to a woman entranced by the sight of her intended. A dreamy, magical, enticing picture painted in words, of gracefulness, hope, promises of sunshine after the rain, of spring and new life.

A beautiful illustration of the love between God and God’s Creation. Arise my love, my fair one, and come away.

“God is love, the beginning and the ending and all that is, of love,” the Chaplain told us. And I couldn’t have put it better myself. God loves us implicitly and explicitly, unconditionally and immeasurably. Loves us as beautifully and as tenderly as the Song of Songs describes. Yet anyone who has ever loved anyone else for long knows that true Love cannot be tender and gentle and fluffy all the time.
Whatever the relationship, love doesn’t mean letting one have it all their own way. True love hurts sometimes. “Love means never having to say you’re sorry,” but love sometimes means having to say goodbye.

