
Reading:  1 Corinthians 13:1-13 Text:  1 Corinthians 13: 12 

For now, we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. 

WE SEE IN A MIRROR DIMLY 

Introduction:  When one reaches “that certain age” looking into a mirror can be traumatic.  My 
own mirror has become bewitched – it has been taken over by an old man who looks nothing like my 
twenty-year-old self!  It seems to me that Paul had something in mind other than growing old.  He was 
concerned about our knowledge of God and about our knowledge of ourselves.  In both cases the 
polished bronze mirror of his day allowed one to see only dimly.  We really don’t fully know God, but we 
will someday when we are face to face.  Of more immediate concern is the fact that we frequently don’t 
know ourselves.  Like Paul, we see a dim reflection of ourselves – we have not yet seen ourselves “face 
to face.”   

Ourselves, dimly seen:  While there are narcissists among us, they actually are pretty rare.  It is 
much more likely that people are better than they think they are.  That may well not be true of myself, 
but it is certainly true of many of the folks I talk with in PIM.  It seems that we have internalized a poor 
view of our abilities and accomplishments.  Often there is a religious dimension to this self-evaluation.  I 
call this the theology of the negative.   

The theology of the negative:  We have internalized the theology of the negative so thoroughly, 
that it fogs the mirror of self-knowledge.  We look at ourselves and see: 

Firstly, the way of the “i”.  I want this, I will do that, I have this opinion.  This is a kind of a feast 
of the ego.  We see ourselves responding to all of our “I” needs and feel that we are betraying the sense 
of community that we must have.   

Secondly, we see the missed opportunities that have come our way as moral failings.  We blame 
ourselves for all of the “should haves” that we have left undone. 

Thirdly we continue our litany of moral failures by transforming mistakes into personal faults.  
We say to ourselves that If I had been better, I would not have made that error in judgement. 

Finally, the glue that binds all of our negatives together:  Ever present SIN.  We lament our sinful 
nature, drink deeply from the cup of guilt and beat ourselves up worrying about our separation from 
God. 

A good many years ago there was a popular comedian, Flip Wilson, who used to do something 
outlandish and then say “the devil made me do it.”  The devil is a wonderful invention.  We can deflect 
some of the blame for our actions onto the devil.  If one believes in an actual satan or devil, no great 
harm is done, but personally, I am perfectly capable of creating my own devils, I need no outside help!  
In the theology of the negative, we become fixated on the sinful nature of human kind and obsess over 
the working of sin in our lives.  We eventually give into despair and think action is useless because “it is 
simply human nature.”   

Seeing God dimly:  Perhaps the theology of the negative has such a strong hold on much of 
Christendom that when we look into the mirror, we see God dimly.  I grew up with a Presbyterian God 
who had a lot more in common with the Old Testament than with the New Testament.  He, God  



was always He, was an old white man with a long beard casting the majority of humankind into the 
flames of hell.  Fortunately, being Presbyterian, I was among the elect, the chosen, so I had nothing to 
worry about!  It was a convenient religion for an eight-year-old.  Anything I did bad was foreordained to 
happen, so it was not really my fault.  I will pause a moment here for anyone knowledgeable about 
Calvin and Knox to appropriately groan.   

God as love:  Even with the life of Jesus before us, we still see God dimly.  But Jesus did tell us rather 
plainly what God was about, so plainly that even Paul got it right:  God is love.  The theology of the 
negative becomes ridiculous.  Missed opportunities and mistakes become just that – mistakes with no 
essential moral consequences.  Our egos, our sense of self, may be used for community building and 
God’s glory, we are not doomed to be narcissists.  Even sin loses its’ ability to destroy.  The 
reconciliation of the Penitent gives us new life, new hope, new direction.  For us to remain obsessed by 
sin, in the face of Jesus’ reconciliation of human kind with God, becomes a sin.  Love God, then love 
yourself, because you have to love yourself before you can truly love your neighbor.   

“And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love.”  Amen.   

 

 

 

 

 


