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+In the name of the Father, the Son and Holy Spirit. 
 

Let love be genuine; 
hate what is evil, 
hold fast to what is good Romans 12: 9-21 

 
When does a rock become a stumbling block? 
 

 
 
Towns and cities, at night, look beautiful. Particularly, when they are 
attractively lit! Rather like this picture of the White Bridge, at 
Maidenhead. My brother has described New York as being beautiful at 
night. The skyline is iconic, at the best of times, but at night it comes 
alive! This is where a radio programme I heard on Tuesday has a story 
to tell.1The author Helen Macdonald described standing on the 
observation platform of the Empire State Building, watching migrating 
birds fly past hundreds and thousands of feet above. It was a magical 
experience, looking up into the night sky to see the birds softly 
illuminated from below, as they appeared to float past on their feathered 
wing migration. For some birds the magical light show was fatal. It 
affected their navigation and they were drawn imperceptibly to the 
deadly illumination of the building, like moths to a flame. Hundreds of 
birds die in this way each year, and are found dead at the foot of 
illuminated buildings. There is a price to be paid for beauty! 
 
 

 
1 https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m000m10s  
 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m000m10s
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Desire and beauty, are inextricably linked, and form a driving emotion for 
many of us, that can lead to all sorts of situations, some transformational 
and  
others… well, I will leave that to your experience of life and perhaps 
imagination! 
 

 
 

Echo and Narcissus by John William Waterhouse 
 

In the Roman myth, Echo fell in love with the beautiful Narcissus. 
Narcissus caught sight of himself and could look no further! Desire, can 
lead to obsession. In the Spiritual life, an essential quality is openness. 
Being open minded does not mean that we have a lack of standards or 
convictions; but it does indicate a willingness to consider positions that 
are different to the one we are currently holding. An open state of mind 
requires humility and courage. It gives us the ability to let go of our own 
certainties and address new possibilities rather than being transfixed by 
an idea, an image or an idol as we see with Narcissus, in this painting. 
Openness, means we can be open to the suffering of others. It allows us 
to stand by them and uphold them in their distress – we are empathetic. 
This is what St. Paul means when he says “Let love be genuine.” We 
must love as God loves us. We are not to be like an actor in a play 
expressing our love for another, for this is not genuine love. Genuine 
love (Gk: agape)2 is the rule of community life for Christians. Christians 

must have a Christlike love, which is demonstrated by acts of pure love 
and reconciliation, offered to those who are enemies. This, unlike that of  

 
2 A Greco Christian term referring to the highest form of love, charity. The love of God for man and 
man for God. 
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an actor in a play or film, is a sincere love which goes beyond mere 
words and protestations, to embrace the enemy, it seeks to “overcome 
evil with good’3. If only our world could accept this. But ‘Fear’ is perhaps 
the opposite obsession to ‘Desire’. If only the birds were not drawn in by 
the man-made light of buildings which is a false light, which draws them 
off their true course. Rather like some of the false ideologies we hear 
about on the news, and the dreadful impact these ideologies have had 
throughout history on Jews, and Blacks, to name just two, which have 
been blighted by people who fear, and continue to fear to this day. You 
only need to listen to the news… 
 
So when does a ‘rock’ become a ‘stumbling block’? 
 
There is surely a play on words here, referring to Peter earlier in this 
chapter of Matthew’s gospel. The Greek word is  skandalon  which is the 
native rock rising up through the earth, which trips up the traveller, 
hence, of Jesus the Messiah, to the Jews who refused him 4 or Peter in 
our gospel who wants to put a stop to Jesus’ mission and the destiny 
that will befall Him on Good Friday. This Saturday the feast of The 
Passion of John the Baptist or the Beheading of John the Baptist is the 
feast that indicates the outcome of Jesus’ mission. (Remember that 
John the Baptist is the forerunner of Christ.) Peter, in trying to change 
the outcome of Jesus’ mission, is seen to be a skandalon because he 
has the wrong idea. If Peter’s desire to change the outcome of Christ’s 
Passion were to come about, it would completely change our gospel 
understanding of ‘Love’ and its significance. 
 

Love is a fragile thing. It holds 
together many disparate particles and 
ideas. Some of these ideas are hard 
to love whilst others we can accept 
with open arms. This is how we 
realistically love those who are most 
important to us. There are aspects we 
would not want to live without and 
others which are more interesting. 
Perhaps, this image of a heart, made 

from a myriad of stones, shows how fragile love can be. It also  

 
3 Romans 12:21 
4 https://biblehub.com/greek/4625.htm  

https://biblehub.com/greek/4625.htm
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demonstrates it’s strength, because true love is hard to dissemble! Here 
are some words on Love by Bernard of Clairvaux: 
 
Love is sufficient of itself, it gives pleasure by itself and because of itself. 
It is its own merit, its own reward. Love looks for no cause outside itself, 
no effect beyond itself. Its profit lies in its practice. I love because I love, 
I love that I may love. Love is a great thing so long as it continually 
returns to its fountainhead, flows back to its source, always drawing from 
there the water which constantly replenishes it. Of all the movements, 
sensations and feelings of the soul, love is the only one in which the  
creature can respond to the Creator and make some sort of similar 
return however unequal it may be. For when God loves, all he desires is 
to be loved in return; the sole purpose of his love is to be loved, in the 
knowledge that those who love him are made happy by their love of 
him.5 
 

My prayer is that our Love be genuine, and that all maybe loved equally, 
even those who are hard to Love! 

 
Let love be genuine; 
hate what is evil, 
hold fast to what is good 

 
 
Christopher 
Rector 
 
 

 
5 From a Sermon of Bernard of Clairvaux 


