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It happens during a wedding service, and it happens during a holy union blessing service.  The couple is standing there, in the presence of family and friends, in the presence of God, and the words ring out, “God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them.”  It’s an awe-filled truth ringing out, like a bell pealing, resounding, even its echo majestic, joyful, holy, this truth that loving makes human living sacred, this truth that human-to-human love is at home in God, this truth about God and human beings living together, abiding together in love, this awesome truth about the God-human relationship.  “God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them.”


The couple is standing there, and in them we see the truth enfleshed, shining in all its glory right before our eyes:  the couple is in love, and therefore they’re in God, and God is in them.  But, of course, this truth about the divine-human relationship isn’t true only in the heart-joining of couples.  It’s true wherever love is present; wherever there is love, there is God, and those who are there loving are in God, and God is in them.


God in us, we in God, that preposition “in,” it certainly provides food for thinking about God and us.  Usually, though, when we talk about God and us, when we talk about the place, if you will, of God in our lives, we use the word “with” – God with us, Immanuel, the wonder of God-with-us, the strength, the courage, the comfort of this holy “with-ness,” this hand-in-hand intimacy.  But think how much more intimate is the word “in” – God in you, you in God – not holding hands and walking side by side, but as if sharing the same footsteps, leaving behind not two but only one set of footprints, you in God and God in you, breathing not in tandem but one breath.


That preposition “in:”  think about what it says about your living, about the definition, the shape, the majesty, the wonder that the preposition “in” gives to your living, you in God, God in you.  However, thinking about that “in-ness” requires very careful thinking.  As the Bible study group discussed last Wednesday, thinking about what this extraordinary “in-ness” means, or might mean, involves some slippery slopes to navigate, to avoid sliding into some outrageous mental fabrications.


For example, saying that God abides in us we must not inadvertently minimize the vastness of the divine, to suggest that God’s living can be contained, confined to exist only in the “abode” of humanity, even in the totality of the human family past, present and future.  Saying that God abides in us, we must remember that God also lives way, way beyond us.


A second slippery slope to be navigated with care has to do with saying we abide in God.  We certainly don’t want to suggest that abiding in God metamorphs us to be something apart from ordinary humanness.  How preposterous it would be to presume that living in God inflates the fabric of humanity to be something bigger than mortality, that abiding in God is somehow to escape abiding in our own skin.  Saying that we abide in God is not to forget that we are still very much of this world, creatures with clay feet.


And a third slippery slope to avoid sliding down is any suggestion that this mutual abiding – God in us, and we in God- erases the differences between God and us.  Again, how preposterous to presume that this mutual “in-ness” collapses the difference, merges what is distinctly immortal and what is distinctly mortal.  Saying that we abide in God and God abides in us, we must remain acutely aware of the “otherness” which God is and we aren’t.


So, saying that God is in us is not to say that God is less than, less than the boundless God whose boundlessness spans beyond beyond.  And saying that we abide in God is not to say that we are more than, more than human creatures.  And saying that we and God abide together is not to blur or blend mortal and divine, not to lose sight of the reality of “otherness.”  And there you have it, a bit of Presbyterian theology 101, and I’ll bet you didn’t hear anything that knocked your socks off with surprise.  I guess I just had to say it, maybe for my own theologizing, this warning about going off the theological deep end when thinking about what it means, or might mean, to say God in us and we in God.  With some cautions in mind, let’s think together about this “in-ness.”


This “in-ness:”  it’s predicated on God’s “is-ness.”  The verse begins, “God is.”  And what is God?  God is love, says the author of I John, and so, when we human beings are in love, we are in God, and God is in us, because God is love.  Thing is, when someone says, “I’m in love,” we immediately think of a certain kind of love, that love which is a warm fuzzy, an emotional feeling which, according to the old song, “makes the world go round,” love the magnetic pull which causes an ecstatic meeting of hearts.  But there are other ways to be “in love,” aren’t there?


What about the love between friends which isn’t romantic but which is equally profound?  And what about the love between parents and children, which can be a warm fuzzy but sometimes full of angst, yet still a profound bond?  And what about that particular form of love called “mothering,” that kind of love which we honor today, which may be found in our own mothers or in someone who is or was as mother to us?  And what about that love which reaches beyond friends and family to care about strangers, to care even about people we’ve never met and will never meet, people who live in far away places and whose lives are lived very differently from one’s own?  And what about that love which may contain no warm fuzzy at all, which isn’t an impulsive of emotional feeling but a matter of mind and will, a determined decision to love inclusively, excluding none, not even one’s enemy?


You know, somewhere along the way I was led to believe that the love not bound to emotion was the better kind of love, harder but better, higher, more holy.  But I don’t believe that any more.  I believe that love is love, whatever shape and expression it takes.  Whether it’s eros, the Greek word for romantic love, or phylia, the friendship love which also embraces family, or agape, the will to love all inclusively, I believe that love is love, and that we can and do abide in love, can and do abide in God.

Trouble is, we mistake what it means to abide in love.  We hinge the definition of abiding to this or that form of love, or to this or that relationship with another human being.  Indeed, sometimes we think that abiding in love can be done only in the context of human relationships, that loving in God has to be a human to human thing.  We make the definition of what it means to abide in love so narrow that we miss seeing the forest for the trees.  We fail to see the vast multiplicity of objects, if you will, objects which are subjects for our loving.  We fail to see how much there is all around us to love, and, failing to see that, we fail to see ourselves as constantly able to be in love, able to be continuously loving someone or something God loves.


You look around, really look around, you’ll see someone to love, but also, you’ll see a puppy, or a bird soaring above a tree, or the tree itself, or a river dancing to the ocean, or the ocean itself, or a mountain stretching up to God, or a tiny wildflower poking through a crack in road, or…  You look around, really look around, and you’ll realize that you can be constantly in love, continuously abiding in love.  And what a gift it is, this abiding in love, for God is love, and when you abide in love you abide in God, and God abides in you.
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