Weaving the Tapestry of Community: Love Lifts Us Up
1 Corinthians 13:1-13

Can you remember any of the dreams you had when you were a child? Maybe you dreamed of being a cowboy or an astronaut. Maybe you dreamed of having a super power or owning an exotic pet.


A friend of mine who worked with four-year olds asked her students what they wanted to be when they grew up. When it was the turn of one bright little girl, my friend thought the child said she wanted to be a lawyer. Since not many four-year olds dream of becoming an attorney, my friend asked the question again. Well, sure enough, the child hadn’t said lawyer. When she grew up she wanted to be a lion. Now there’s a dream.


Childhood dreams can set imaginations free and sometimes forge bonds between children who share such dreams. In the animated film Up, Carl and Ellie are children who dream together of having great adventures. One of those adventures would take them to South America, to a place called Paradise Falls.


But as often happens with children and their dreams, Carl and Ellie grow up. They fall in love, marry, and settle into a house. While they dream of having children, that’s not to be. But they still have each other. They travel their life journey together until the unthinkable happens. After an illness, Ellie dies.


The loss that devastates Carl is replaced by cynicism. Fueling his negative feelings about life is a greedy developer’s efforts to evict Carl from the house he’d shared with Ellie. Rather than lose his house and be forced into a retirement community, Carl decides to plot his own course.


The retired balloon salesman attaches thousands of helium-filled balloons to his house and sails off for one last adventure. He and Ellie had never made it to Paradise Falls, but Carl still could go there as they’d dreamed.


Carl’s plan to make this solo trip has one small problem—a small problem named Russell. Carl has no idea that Russell, a Junior Wilderness Explorer who’s been trying to earn a badge by helping a senior citizen, is hiding under the house’s porch.


If traveling in a floating house isn’t challenge enough, throwing Carl together with a child in need of a loving father figure is almost more than the old man can take. While he might have to tolerate Russell, fulfilling his childhood dream by getting to Paradise Falls is all that really matters to Carl.


But love can plot a course of its own. And as Carl and Russell share adventures—including meeting a talking dog named Dug and rescuing an injured rare exotic bird named Kevin—they find themselves on such a course. It’s a bumpy journey at times, but one that leads them to a relationship both need and neither could have ever imagined. And one along which both would grow up a bit. 


Despite his advanced age, Carl has allowed his childhood dreams to make him childish. He puts his disappointments and desires ahead of everything else. But just as it seems that Carl is willing to turn his back on Russell and all the others who need him, he makes a discovery.


As he floats along in his house, he looks through the “adventure book” Ellie began as a child. He thought he knew everything about this scrapbook. When he gets to the page marked “Stuff I’m Going to Do,” Carl sighs and starts to close the book, but he sees something he hadn’t before. The blank pages at the end of the book are no longer blank. They’re filled with photos—photos of Carl and Ellie at their wedding, on a picnic, celebrating birthdays. Photo after photo of their ordinary life together.


Carl begins to realize that Ellie had lived the life she wanted. She saw adventure in the everyday life they shared.


The last photo in the scrapbook is one of Carl and Ellie sitting side by side in their house in their special chairs. Beneath the photo Ellie has written, “Thanks for the adventure. Now go have a new one. Love, Ellie.”


Carl smiles. He looks over to Ellie’s empty chair. On the arm is the Wilderness Explorer sash Russell has left behind. Carl picks up the sash, looks once more to Ellie’s chair, and crosses his heart. He will indeed begin a new adventure—one guided by a newly discovered grown-up sense of love.


“When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child; when I became an adult, I put an end to childish ways.” Paul writes these words as part of a letter he’s sending to the church in Corinth.


In that letter, Paul tries to help the Corinthian Christians deal with the differences that threaten to divide their young community. He notes that God gives different gifts—all of which the community should value and celebrate. But given those differences, unity within the community can be difficult.


According to Paul, the only way a community can acknowledge, respect, and celebrate differences and unity is through love. Not a romantic love that today’s reading may bring to many of our minds, but a radical communal love that enables individuals to imagine life in a community where unity and differences can coexist.


The love that Paul goes on to describe has a grown-up nature about it. It doesn’t see everything as “mine” or insist on always having to be right. It doesn’t thrown tantrums or elbow its way to the front of the line. It doesn’t brag or keep score of when others mess up.

Instead, this grown-up love is patient and kind. It never gives up and always looks for the best. It puts up with things and remains hopeful. It does more than just tolerate others.


Nathan Baxter, a former dean of the National Cathedral in Washington, D.C., believed that this kind of grown-up love is one of the contributions Christian communities can offer to the world—especially a world that seems bitterly divided on so many issues.


Noting that some scholars and community leaders worry that people are so divided that violence may become a more common response to conflict than nonviolent protest, civil disobedience, or even traditional forms of negotiations, Baxter writes:

. . . I think this can be a time of great opportunity for the Christian church to witness, perhaps not in the way in which we might think. Our greatest witness may not be in taking one position or another. Like the world around us, the Christian church is divided on many of the same issues. Just to name a few: abortion, euthanasia, sexual orientation, race, constitutional issues such as school prayer. I do not think there will be easy or immediate answers to these questions for the church or for society.


But I do believe that in the midst of such difficult times there is a contribution that we can make. . . . We can demonstrate how to deal with differences while maintaining a sense of community. We can engage in deeply felt conflicts without destroying one another. . . .


The early church also faced many difficult issues and debates. Baxter contends that the New Testament seems clear that the church’s most important witness was not its stance on an issue but its ability to sustain itself as a community in times of significant differences. The church, however, hasn’t always maintained such a witness. At times, as Baxter notes, we’ve fought wars, burned people at the stake, and been divided. But when commitment to love has been true, the church has been at its best and God has been glorified.


Baxter continues:

On the other hand, when our society is at its best it is often striving to be tolerant. How often have you heard someone say, “You must be more tolerant”? This may be the most an unredeemed world can hope for. However . . . toleration can sometimes be nothing more than managed hostility. The polarization, bitterness, and anger we see in our world have not only to do with the seriousness of the issues we face, but that we feel we can no longer manage our hostility towards those with differing views.


However, the Christian faith calls us to a higher, “more excellent way” than simply toleration. It calls us to hospitality . . . respect for the one who is different.

Love, or having Godly respect for one another, does not suggest that we ignore our differences; respecting one another includes acknowledging sincerely held differences. Love means committing ourselves to the messy, frustrating, and exhausting work of resolution but doing so without destroying one another and community.

This grown-up version of love distinguishes itself from sentimental feelings or good intentions. In the end, this kind of love is always something we do.


If we’re to reach the kind of understanding about which Paul writes, perhaps the first thing we need to do is listen.


One writer suggests that—despite how difficult it can be to understand understanding—the “starting posture of understanding is listening. A grown-up love listens. It listens not just with the ears; it listens with the heart. It listens in a way that listens deeply, not only to what is being said, but also to what is left unsaid.

“Real understanding comes from real listening. . . . And real listening, grown-up listening, isn’t simply waiting for the chance to speak. Grown-up listening takes courage, because we might just hear some things that will change us.”


At one point in their adventure, Russell confesses to Carl that the wilderness—which he’d so wanted to explore—wasn’t quite what he’d expected.


When Carl asks what he means, Russell replies: “It’s kinda . . . wild. I mean, it’s not how they made it sound in my book.”


Carl tells him to get used to that.


But Russell continues: “My dad made it sound so easy. He’s really good at camping, and how to make fire from rocks and stuff. He used to come to all my Sweatlodge meetings


“And afterwards we’d go get ice cream at Fentons. I always get chocolate and he gets butter brickle. Then we’d sit on this one curb, right outside, and I’ll count all the blue cars and he counts all the red ones, and whoever gets the most wins. I like that curb.


“That might sound boring, but I think the boring stuff is the stuff I remember the most.”


Carl listens and understands. And what he hears changes him. Once only concerned about what he wanted, he now cares about someone else.


Carl comes to understand that love is indeed something you do. And in the doing, love lifts him to a new place. Not a far-away place, but a place deep within himself, a place from which he could share his best self with someone else.


As the movie closes, we find Carl and Russell sitting side by side on the curb that Russell liked so much. Russell has chocolate ice cream, and Carl butter brickle. And as they count the passing cars, they share the love they’ve discovered on their journey together.


As we travel together, may we also discover and share a grown-up love that will allow us to recognize and celebrate both our differences and our unity as a community. Amen.
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