St. Mary of the Angels   Sun  OT 6 A   2/12/23
Sirach 15:15-20;  I Corinthians 2:6-10;  Matthew 5:20-22a, 27-28, 33-34a, 37

My Brothers, and Sisters,

For our opening prayer this morning we prayed:

“O God who teach us that you abide

in hearts that are just and true,

grant that we may be so fashioned by your grace

as to become a dwelling pleasing to you.”

It is a beautiful prayer, a poetic prayer, a prayer fitting for today and especially for Valentine’s Day as we offer our hearts to God, to those whom we cherish most, to one another in our community, and, hopefully, to all whom we will meet today and in the days ahead.

In our Gospel today, Jesus encourages us to look at what gets in the way of Love, to look beyond our sometimes harmful words and hurtful actions to our emotions from which they come.  In other words, to look to our hearts where these emotions reside.
As we approach Valentine’s Day, we can well look at our hearts and ask: how are they doing?

Last June, when I had my annual checkup by my cardiologist, he wrote up a lengthy report in great medical detail, most of which I did not understand.  But the last line caught my attention.  He wrote, “There has been no significant change in his heart in the past two years.”  Now, medically, that is great news!  But I was hearing it spiritually.  I could hear my guardian angel reporting to God: “No. Sorry. There’s been no significant change in his heart in the past two years!”  Now, I don’t think that is true, -- and I hope that it isn’t --but how would I know?  Are there any criteria?
Pondering that question, I found myself turning first to Chapter 13 of St. Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians, and then remembered some advice which a priest friend of mine offers to newly-weds.
Let me share both with you.  
I. In his Letter, St. Paul lists the characteristics of love.

Love is patient.

Love is kind.

Love is not jealous.

Love is not pompous, inflated, rude.

Love does not seek its own interests.

Love is not quick-tempered.

Love does not brood over injury.
Love does not rejoice over wrong doing but rejoices with the truth.

Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.
Love never fails.

That is quite a checklist – pretty all inclusive! 
It is good to reflect on it.

The bearing, believing, hoping and enduring all things, of course, has to be placed in the context of “rejoicing with the truth.”

We probably all get a mixed report card on Love. But, hopefully, still in the A’s and B’s range.
It is easy to pick out where I fail. (“Love does not seek its own interests.)
But, it is more important to rejoice on where we are improving.

When it comes to love – or, to any virtue – it is always better to nourish the wheat, rather than pull out the weeds.  So, we can ask, “Not if, -- but how am I growing in these qualities of love? And, how/where might I do better?  
Loving a gift we give ourselves as well as a gift we give to others.

II. My friend’s advice to newly-weds.

My friend tells newly-weds that there are three phrases which will especially nourish love between them, and, -- as he suggests – we need to say them out loud and more frequently.

The first is: “I love you.”  We can do a hundred things each day to show our love, but it is still important to translate actions into words and say, “I love you.”
You probably remember the musical “Fiddler on the Roof” where Tevye asks his wife, Golde, “Do you love me?”  She is insulted by the question and replies how 
“For 25 years

I have washed your clothes,

Cooked your meals, cleaned your house,

Given you children, milked the cow.

After 25 years why talk about love?”

But he persists and finally she admits that, yes, she does love him.

And he replies,

“It doesn’t change a thing

But even so,

After 25 years,

It’s good to know.”

Yes, it is good to hear the words, even necessary to hear the words, “I love you.”.

And, for that matter, when is the last time, you/I said, “I love you,” to God? Jesus? the Spirit? Mary?

The second phrase is, “Thank you.”  “Thank you” acknowledges that a gift has been given. A gift is not owed and a gift should not be taken for granted.  Again, how often are we saying, “Thank you” to God for so many gifts?  For life? For the sunrise?  A warm home? For wife, husband, children? Reasonable health?  The ability to work?  For flowers? Peace? The faith we have received?  The gift of the Eucharist?  For God’s patient love in forming us?  How many “thank you’s” would be on our lips if only we recognized all the gifts bestowed on us by God and by those closest to us!
The third is, “I’m sorry.”  Asking forgiveness is humbling but healing.  Saying, “I’m sorry” keeps hurts and wounds from festering.  Saying, “I’m sorry” keeps our hearts from becoming hard or brittle.  Those words, “I’m sorry”, are like gentle rain keeping our hearts soft and relationships peaceful.
As we approach Valentine’s Day, why not tend to our hearts to make sure that they are ready to celebrate.

As we celebrate this Mass right now, we have already said, “I’m sorry” in the penitential rite.  The Eucharist is God saying, “See how much We love you!”

It is for us to say, “Thank you” in the silence that follows. And share peace and love as we leave from St. Mary’s this morning. And so we end and we began by praying: “O God who teach us that you abide

               in hearts that are just and true,

               grant that we may be so fashioned by your grace

               as to become a dwelling pleasing to you.”
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