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This is the season of weddings and as a minister I have conducted a few.  Each time I take my place beside the groom, each time I hear the bridal procession begin, I know I am in for a very special moment.  

Now most people will tell you the best moment of the wedding occurs when Pacobel’s Canon in D Minor or Here Comes the Bride swells from the organ pipes and the doors of the sanctuary open to reveal the bride.  And while the vision of a woman in her trousseau is truly breathtaking, this is not the moment I have in mind.  For me, the best moment of the day is captured on the face of the groom when he sees his beloved; always look at the face of the groom.

I promise you, it does not matter whether he has seen the dress.  It does not matter if he has known this woman for months or for years; when, on that day, the man sees the woman who has filled his heart, who has given him a new reason to be; the best photo op is to be found on the face of the groom.  On his face, in the instant he sees her, one can see the power and the presence of love made plain.  When you are next at a wedding, at the moment the bride appears, look at the face of the groom.

That is how I imagine Jacob looked on the day when he walked to the well in search of his Uncle Laban, but instead found the woman whom he would woo to be his bride.  You know the story of Jacob.  He was the youngest son of Isaac and Rebecca, the baby brother of Esau.  But in a game of deceit, Jacob tricked his father into giving him his brother’s blessing.  So powerful was Esau’s rage against Jacob, Rebecca, their mother, urged her baby boy to leave home.  And so Jacob fled with instructions to find his fortune and a wife in a new place, under the guidance of his mother’s brother, Laban.  So with his stolen blessing and his mother’s prayers he left the land of his birth in search of safety and a spouse.
This morning, as we hear the Genesis text, we enter the story of Jacob as he arrives in his uncle’s territory.  The women have come to the well to water their flocks and Rachel is one among them.  Jacob sees her.  The moment Rachel enters his presence, the moment his eyes land on her face; something within him moves and the text says he begins to weep with joy and to kiss her.  And yes, while it is true, in Jacob’s day the kiss was a standard greeting; it was not appropriate for an unknown man to arrive and to begin kissing an unknown woman.  This would have caused a scandal, this would have produced shame and in this culture to be shamed was tantamount to being ostracized, set outside or done away with.  But Jacob was breaking all protocol; it appears, because he could not help himself.

Always look at the face of the groom for there you will see love unveiled.  Jacob’s heart was moved, he had found that for which he had sought.  And so just nine short verses after they meet, Jacob professes his love for his Rachel and asks for her hand.  
Though he began with an inappropriate public display of affection, which could have ruined the whole thing; Jacob soon begins to follow proper protocol.  Step one he sees her.  Step two, he asks for her hand.  Step three, maybe to make up for his inauspicious start; he vows to pay an exorbitant bride price.  Jacob promises to till and to toil, to work and to wait for seven years.  Seven years!  Step four, he completes his vow.  The months of seven years have flown by, the ebb and flow of thousands of days have passed seemingly without notice, and now he is to be hers and she is to be his.  Always look at the face of the groom.

But the story does not end so happily so soon.  For the ability to deceive seems to run in sister Rebecca’s and brother Laban’s bloodline.  As Rebecca taught her son Jacob to deceive in order to receive a blessing; Laban now turns the tables and deceives Jacob, switching one daughter for another on the night the marriage was to be consummated.  After much wine and much feasting, obviously too much wine and too much feasting; instead of the one for whom he had worked; instead of Rachel, Laban sends to the wedding bed his eldest daughter, Leah. 

In the morning, and I won’t go any further with the obvious, Jacob was furious.  But having been the deceiver once before in his own life, and having essentially gotten away with it; Jacob gives in to Laban’s insistence that the elder daughter be given in marriage before the younger.  Yet, the face of the groom is always toward his chosen, and Jacob would not be deterred.  He would have his chosen, his Rachel, even if it meant another seven years of work.

Always look at the face of the groom; for even when disappointment rears its ugly head, even when deception becomes a part of the plan, even when the price is doubled in time and in toil; a groom in love will not relent.  Always look at the face of the groom, for there you will see love unveiled and whole.  Jacob loved Rachel more than words could tell, more than time could measure; more than sham could stop.  Jacob loved Rachel and he worked and waited, and finally, she was his!
Jacob must have possessed the kind of love for Rachel that Paul describes in his letter to the church at Corinth.  It was a love that was patient and kind; a love that was not proud, or selfish.  It kept no record of Laban’s wrong and even after the toil of 14 years, it did not fail.  Always look at the face of groom there love is found and lives on till it is realized.  

And there is another groom on whose face we might gaze.  This groom has seen the one whom his heart desires also.  The one the groom will call beloved is not aware of his stare; not aware of the racing of his heart.  Like Rachel, she moves about her daily chores without the knowledge that one is in her presence who would give his very life for hers.  Like Jacob, this groom cannot help himself, against all protocol he begins to lavish love upon his chosen; he begins to share with the one who has stolen his hearts gifts beyond compare.  
Step one, this groom has found his beloved and though his actions may bring ridicule, he cannot help himself.  He loves her more than words can tell, more than time can measure; more than sham can stop.  Step two, he moves to ask for her hand.  Modernity’s influence allows him to speak directly to his love and so with the persistence of Jacob, he stands at her door and knocks.
  Even when she will not answer, even when day after night his presence goes unnoticed, he will not give up.  Even when disappointment rears its ugly head or deception becomes a part of the plan; even when the price is doubled in time and in toil; this groom will not relent.  He remains at the door asking may I come in, may I dine with you, grow close to you and prove the depth and breathe of my love for you.  

And step three this groom vows a price beyond all wisdom, vows a price that would cause a scandal.  He vows to be lifted high above all heads on a cross made of wood.  Then step four he completes his vow.  And you knew, you knew, from the moment the choir breathed the beauty of Rutter’s music and spoke the power of Tauler’s words, that the other bridegroom was the Christ.  As the bridegroom to his chosen, as the king until his realm, as the keeper to the castle, as the pilot to the helm, as the captain to his solders and the shepherd to the lambs, so Lord art thou to me.
  This is a groom on whose face we must always gaze, this is the groom who has loved you and loved me with an everlasting love.  This is the one.  But I must take exception with a portion of  Tauler’s lyrics,  for the bridegroom does not come for you or for me as an individual.  The words to the anthem should not be so Lord art thou to me, but so Lord art thou to us.
You see, while the Biblical text clearly calls Christ the bridegroom
 we, as individuals, are never the bride.  No the bride is always and only the church universal.
  Christ, the groom, stands looking into the soul of his church.  His eyes are filled with such love, such hope, such awe.  The church is his chosen, the church is his bride.  
But if we were to play out this metaphor just a bit further today, if we were to stage the wedding of Christ and his bride in this moment in time, I am afraid the bridal procession would begin, the doors of the sanctuary would swing wide, but there would be no bride.
And much like Jacob’s situation this would be so because deceit had taken hold.  Yet, this time, the deceit would be found not in the heart of an outsider like Laban, no this time the deceit would be found in the very heart of the bride.  The bride, the church, is divided against herself.  The bride is too busy looking for ways to discredit portions of her own being; too busy being busy about things that are less than important in the eyes of her groom.  The bride looks like that WEtv show Bridezilla, focused more on self, more on foolishness, more on things that have no merit when one considers the beauty of the groom, the hope of the bride and the promise of their marriage.
Relentlessly Christ’s bride, the church, finds herself arguing about the gender of who can minister and who cannot.  Without ceasing the bride seems caught up in worrying about who is the one true church and who is a mere reflection.  Insistently the church demands adherence to rules even her leaders will not follow.  Persistently we strangle the life out of our sacred texts declaring one interpretation to be final and eliminating all other possibilities.  Foolishly the bride declares blasphemous things about herself again and again.
I am afraid if today the bridegroom were to come and stand near this sacred space the bridal procession would begin, the doors would open, but there would be no bride.  There would be no bride because we, Christ’s church, are simply too busy being divided and angry, hateful and cruel.  If today the church would look into the face of her groom I believe she would see a mix of unending and unalterable love and sadness . . . sadness because the wedding has been planned, the feast arranged but the bride is not prepared.
So what are we to do?  How can we gather the bride to herself, how can we find ways to work together in Christ’s name and for his sake?  How can the church be lovely and attractive, prepared for all the world to see?  
First, beloved of God, we must remember that the love about which Paul wrote to the church at Corinth is indeed the love that the groom has for his church, his bride.  Even though the bride has erred so often speaking as if the Holocaust had never happened; speaking of natural disasters as punishment for sin; speaking about nations who inflict disease on innocent people; even though we have ignored and left the groom waiting outside when we debate doctrine of the church and divorce it from scripture, when we focus on personal piety alone or social justice alone when our Savior kept them closely tied; even though the bride has erred so often; the one who has chosen us indeed keeps no record of wrong, is patient and kind, does not rejoice when we are hurt and will never give up on us.  Christ’s love for us bears all things – even Bridezilla like behavior; believes all things – the bride can yet become lovely and whole; hopes all things – the bride, the church will willingly join her life to Christ’s; and endures all things – waiting as we struggle to come and stand at the altar.  Always look to the face of our groom for there we will find encouragement, there we will see love whole and unveiled, there we will see one whose love for us will not fail!
And so, on this day in the midst of a season of weddings, what is it we, the church, Christ’s bride, are called to do?  When Jesus was asked, "What is the greatest commandment?" he said, “You shall love the Lord thy God with all you heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.  This is the first and great commandment.  And the second one is like it; you shall love your neighbor as you love yourself.”
  
What if we, as the church universal, believed in and began to work toward these two great commandments?  What if the bride focused on the study of God’s word in order to know God’s word and to love God and God’s creation – all of the creation – all the more?  What if we could, for a moment, focus on loving and seeking communion, common unity as the bride?  And what if we could hear the Savior’s call in the Gospel of John that we all might be one?
  What if each time we heard words that would divide the church instead of joining in we refocused our efforts and responded with but Christ’s final prayer for us, his greatest commandment to us is to be one and to love God, and our neighbor and our selves?  What if?

And I know, there are some who say the bride, the church is so schismed that being one is an impossibility but, the same Bible that tells me Jesus prayed for us to be one also tells me that nothing is too hard for God.
  For the bride to come together and come down the aisle toward her groom may seem like impossibility but I hold out hope; I hold out hope that in acts large and small the church, Christ’s church, can try.  
And what about us on the corner of Lincoln and Grove.  For us, no more what ifs, to us I offer a challenge.  When next you are, or I am, in a conversation that seeks to schism, that seeks to divide Christ’s bride, look first into the face of the groom, there see his love for his bride and then seek to speak to those who would divide words that begin and are filled with the groom’s desire that we love one another.  The next time someone attempts to schism the bride, with peace, breathe but we are to be one.  Hard work, yes but somehow we must be the ones to change the discourse.  Hard work, yes, but the bride groom stands ready to strengthen us.  Just turn your eyes upon Jesus; look full in his wonderful face.  And the things of this world will grow strangely dim in the light of his glory and grace.  It cannot happen unless we begin. 
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