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This year, in fact in less than one month’s time, we shall be marking the 400th 
anniversary of the death of our greatest poet and playwright William Shakespeare. I 
thought it might be appropriate therefore to begin this sermon by looking at just 
one small piece of his writing. 
 
The ‘small piece’ that I have selected will be familiar to most of you, if only 
because it is a poem that is frequently chosen to be read at weddings. It is 
Shakespeare’s celebration of, and description of, genuine love; the poem being his 
Sonnet number 116. The opening words might ring a bell with you: “Let me not to 
the marriage of true minds / Admit impediment.” 
 
Shakespeare then launches into his description of real love. 
 
“………………. Love is not love 
Which alters when it alteration finds, 
Or bends with the remover to remove. 
O, no, it is an ever fixed mark 
That looks on tempests and is never shaken;  
It is the star to every wand’ring bark, 
Whose worth’s unknown, although his height be taken. 
Love’s not Time’s fool, though rosy cheeks 
Within his bending sickle’s compass come; 
Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks, 
But bears it out even to the edge of doom.” 
 
Love, says our poet, never changes (“Love is not love / Which alters when it 
alteration finds”), is entirely constant in adversity (it “looks on tempests and is 
never shaken”), and is powerful enough to outlast death (enduring “even to the 
edge of doom”). 
 
The young Shakespeare ends his sonnet on an entirely confident note: 
 
“If this be error and upon me proved, 
I never writ, nor no man ever loved.” 
 
Well, the poem deserves its fame. But maybe it does more to show most of us 
where we fall short of the ideal rather than to describe our own experiences of 
loving and of being loved. There seems to be something at work in the hearts and 
minds of we human beings that insists on spoiling things. Love gets tarnished by 
disappointment and anger and jealousy, and sometimes simply by familiarity and 
weariness. 
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Yet, imperfect though our circumstances are, there remains within the heart and 
mind a kind of hankering after that ideal; we go on longing for “a further union, a 
deeper communion”. It is as though we have tasted a possibility, and we are now 
hungry and thirsty for it to become reality. We have some sense that it is for love 
that we are made; maybe even a sense that it is for love that we are destined. 
 
As, down through the ages, Christian people have reflected on these things, some 
have concluded that our, albeit imperfect, human loving might be the beginning of 
an inward pilgrimage; just the start of a journey shaped by a perception that our 
hearts are ever “restless until they find their rest in God”; the God of love. 
 
I said just now that there seems to be something at work in the hearts and minds 
of we human beings that insists on spoiling things. So it is that hardness and doubt 
set in, and this ‘perception’, this ‘intuition’ gets jettisoned as we decide that we 
really do need to be more ‘down to earth’; to live in what people call ‘the real 
world’. 
 
That, however, might not be the end of the story. More or less two thousand years 
ago, one Jesus of Nazareth challenged that ‘real world’. Through a life entirely 
shaped by his lasting faith in the constant love of God, he exercised a ministry of 
care, compassion, forgiveness, healing and reconciliation. Here, it seems, was love 
unspoilt; unsullied. But the ‘real world’ decided that it had no room for the likes of 
him, and the ‘real world’ exerted all the power at its disposal to remove him for 
ever from the scene. At the end of that Good Friday, no doubt harrowing but 
necessary, the ‘real world’ satisfied went home to bed; common sense had at last 
prevailed. 
 
But on the Sunday morning, it became clear to some that, wonderfully and by 
some graceful mystery, the ‘real world’ had lost the contest. The God of love had 
refused to allow its power to have the final word. God let it be known that he had, 
you might say, given his imprimatur, his authority and approval, to Jesus Christ; 
the one who had remained faithful to the call of His love. And the ‘some’, those 
who came to be assured that Jesus lives, and will live for evermore, turned out to 
be, and continue to this day to be, both yeast and irritant to that so-called ‘real 
world’. 
 
I began with Shakespeare. I made mention of his Sonnet number 116. In it, he 
describes what might be considered to be perfect human love. It never changes; is 
constant in adversity; is powerful enough to outlast death. I have suggested that, 
though we are always hindered in our living up to this ideal, it remains something 
that we hunger for. And I believe it to be the case that what we hunger for (which 
is in fact the love of God) has been fully ‘lived’ and ‘revealed’ by Jesus Christ, 
through his life and death and resurrection. 
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Through that life and death and resurrection, we have been given the assurance 
that love is the way, the truth and the life. Our experience of love in this life is of 
course only a foretaste of the love revealed by Jesus Christ in his resurrection; the 
love that will one day satisfy our profoundest hunger, and fully claim us. 
 
For now, it is our particular vocation that, in spite of the suspicion of the so-called 
‘real world’, and because of the assurance that we find in Jesus Christ, we should 
be those who trust the promise and, through the continual stirring up of the faith 
that is buried deep within us, should try to live love here, and to hope for love 
hereafter. 
 
When William Shakespeare wrote of love as the “ever fixed mark / That looks on 
tempests and is never shaken”; when he celebrated the constancy of real love; 
when he saw love as something that will survive the ravages of time; he thought no 
doubt that he was writing of the love that might exist between two human beings. 
And so he was. I wonder if he knew that he was pointing to another love, the love 
of which our human loving is but a foreshadowing; the love of God for us, the 
victory of which we celebrate today as we recall the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 
our Lord. 
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