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 Relationships
1 Corinthians 13:1-7

 

The story is told of a man who was rescued from a desert island after twenty years. His rescuers

were amazed that not only had he survived, but that he had thrived. How had he survived and

thrived: “My Christian faith.”  Most impressive were three buildings the man had built. What

were they for? The first is my house. The second is my church. And the third is the church I used to go

to. 

Relationships. Always complex, always filled with surprise, sometimes painful, sometimes

fulfilling. 

And the quick answer to a successful relationship is this: put Christ at the center. But then

again, as the story of the man on the desert island shows, faith in Jesus is not a magic bullet that

makes all our relationship problems disappear... and of course that’s the humor, a Christian,

all by himself, yet found a reason to become dissatisfied with his relationship with his church

of which he was the only member. Other times we Christians find our relationships with our

friends, our co-workers, or our spouse heading the wrong way. 

So, what’s the answer? The simple answer is this: put Jesus Christ at the center of your

relationship. But living that out is no simple matter. It’s a beautiful concept, but what does it

really mean in the real world, in the context of your relationships? 

Let me tell you where Christians often go wrong in this “Christ at the center thing.” Sometimes

we go Scripture-shopping, to find a verse that allows us to get our own way. For instance,

many  marriages have been shipwrecked by taking a verse, say, “wives, submit to your

husbands,” and then men using that to lord it over their wives, to demand their wives be quiet,

subservient, and to accept whatever the husband might want or demand. That part about

husbands loving their wives as Christ loves the church, gets left out. 
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Can you imagine Jesus ever being coercive and demanding and selfish? Of course not. Christ

offers freedom, Christ exalted women, even in the midst of a society that degraded women.

Christ would not approve of a husband being a tyrant in the home. 

A good rule of thumb: if you find yourself using Scripture to get your own way, you are misusing Scripture.

So, a Christ-centered relationship is not one in which we find a snippet of Scripture to insist on

having it our way all the time, every time. 

No, a Christ centered relationship might be something like this. Thomas Merton, a mystical

monk of the previous century,  once wrote “The beginning of love is to let those we love be perfectly

themselves, and not to twist them to fit our own image. Otherwise we love only the reflection of ourselves

we find in them." Christ was like that. He loved people as they were, and trusted God’s power

to bring about needed change. Christ never said, “I will love you after, and only after, you

change to suit me.”

I have told you before about a study which found that relationships in which there is a ratio of

7 to 1 of praise over criticism are those relationships that are long-lasting and fulfilling. In a

successful marriage it is not that husband and wife agree on everything or see the world the

same way; in a successful marriage, husband and wife appreciate each other, both what is

similar and familiar in the other and what is foreign.  

On the other hand, many marriages fail because of nagging and criticism. Indeed, according to

a recent Wall Street Journal article, nagging and criticism destroy more marriages even than

adultery. 

Love, with Christ at the center, is patient and kind, finding reason to affirm the other, finding

reason to celebrate the other, finding reason to give the other person room to be, to grow, to

be different.  And so, St. Paul wrote, “love does not insist on its own way.” ... but honors the

other’s way as being equally valid. 
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If you want someone to be just like you; you don’t need a spouse, you need a mirror; if you want someone

to agree with you all the time and do exactly what you say, you don’t need a spouse, you need a dog. 

So, what else does it mean to have Christ at the center of a relationship?  A good rule of thumb:

imagine Jesus is there listening to what you say, watching what you do. Would he approve?

That’s the beginning of putting Christ at the center. 

It involves realizing that we do not always have to be number one in a relationship. At a

previous church, I had a husband come to me because he was going through a rough patch in

his marriage. What’s the problem? He said, “When I come home, the house is a mess, and I

can’t stand it.” And then proceeded with a litany of his wife’s other failings. But it all came

down to the messy house. 

I sort of lost patience. And when he quoted, “After all a man’s home is his castle and he

deserves it to be nice,” I not-so-gently suggested, “Why don’t you clean the house yourself?”

You would have thought I had asked him to fly to the moon. The problem was, he could not

break out of his me-centered approach to the Christ-centered approach: for him to consider the

feelings of his wife, for him to God-forbid decide to do something nice for her, for him to

consider she worked just as hard as he did, for him to consider it was her castle, too. 

Now let’s look at another way in which Christ becomes the center of the relationship. The story

is told of a  factory owner. One day a man came to see him, his little girl in tow. “My daughter

suffers from a rare and fatal disease and I need twenty thousand dollars to pay for her treatment

and I have no money,” the father said. 

The factory owner immediately wrote out a check for twenty thousand dollars. The next week,

the owner’s assistant came to him with a newspaper article: it had all been a scam. The little girl

was perfectly healthy. To which the factory owner replied, “This is the best news I have heard

all day.”
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The factory owner reacted, not out of his own naivete at having been hoodwinked, and not out

of his anger and disgust at a man who would pull such a scam, but out of his genuine concern

for that little girl. The girl was not dying, but was healthy. That is good news. Trumps all other

issues, when Christ is at the center.

And we can say even more about Christ being at the center of a relationship. Christ’s presence

gives us a sense of perspective. 

 

In other words, not every event, every issue, can be of the highest priority. Now, in the

Sermon on the Mount, Jesus says, “Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.”

Today, the connotation of “meek” is “wimp” or “doormat,” words that do not excite us very

much. However, another perhaps a more accurate flavor of the word, which means something

more like “humble” in Greek, is, “to act appropriately, given the situation.” 

That is, we have a sense of perspective. We have our priorities straight, and do not make stuff

that happens a reason to go ballistic. We invite Christ in to give us a sense of peace, of calm,

of perspective. You have heard the story of the young woman, 18 years old, in her first

semester in college. She calls home one night and says, “Mom and Dad, I am dropping out of

school to go off with this biker I met last week. I’m getting some tattoos tonight and heading

out with him tomorrow.” The parents are aghast: “No, I can’t believe would do such a thing!”

“Actually, I’m not, says the daughter. But I did get a D on my midterm calculus test, and just

wanted to put it in perspective.”

Healthy relationships know that you do not really need a fire truck to blow out a candle.

Proverbs 11:19 reminds us: those with good sense are slow to anger, and it is their glory to overlook an

offense. 

But you see, many relationships begin to fall apart precisely because a sense of perspective is

lost. We look at something our spouse does, and import all sorts of meaning, too much
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meaning into it. If he forgets to put a certain lid down, does it really mean that he does not love

you, that he never gives a thought for you, that he is self-centered all the time? Does it really

mean your mother was right, that you should not have married him? 

 On the other hand, if  Christ is at the center of a relationship, we dare, we risk to express our

true feelings because we trust the other to respond with grace and understanding and caring.

. . just the way Christ would. 

Folks in troubled relationships often look for reasons to insult, belittle, disparage, and humiliate

the other. When Christ is at the center, we find reason to reaffirm, reassure. And sometimes

this does not come naturally; sometimes we have to make a firm decision to leave our emotions

behind. 

You know, sometimes we go to Scripture, or look to our faith, in order to find magic words,

or a magical way, to make everything work out the way we want it to. And before and after

Jesus there were many mystery religions, which purported to have just the right words to make

your life the best it could be. 

But as we look at Jesus, and look at the writings of the New Testament, we realize that much

of living the Christian faith is common sense. Once we make the decision to make the other

first in our relationship, to deny self for the sake of the other, as Jesus did, then the rest is not

so hard to figure out. 

Be merciful, just as your father is merciful. Words of Jesus. Do not condemn, and you will not be

condemned. Words of Jesus. 

Be swift to listen, slow to speak, slow to become angry, that’s from the Letter of James. Love is patient,

Love is kind, love is not self-seeking... that’s from 1 Corinthians 13.

So, now question is: not how can you change the other person in your relationship to be the
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person you want him or her to be, but rather, how can you change yourself, you actions, your

attitudes, your expectations, to make the relationship work?  

Or we can put it this way. Christ-Centered relationships always work. If we dare to bring

Christ in from the sidelines. Amen. 
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