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   I want to begin this morning with a word of thanks to each of you who took the time, 
extended yourself, even pushed yourself during the last few weeks to invite your friends or 
family to worship at Emanuel this morning.   
 
    In larger measure I want to thank each of you who had the audacity to accept someone’s 
gracious, perhaps stumbling and unrehearsed invitation.   It takes great courage to rearrange 
your typical Sunday morning routine, navigate to a new place, park your car and enter through 
the doors.  And then finding a seat there is always the concern about the “unofficially” assigned 
seats in a church.   
 
    I remember Ann and I went on vacation to Florida one year.  Sunday morning we attended a 
local United Church of Christ congregation near Clearwater and just as we had sat down and 
were starting to browse our bulletin a woman walked up said, ‘good morning.”  We were 
surprised by her friendly greeting.  Then she said, “you are sitting in my seat.”  I looked around 
for a nameplate on the pew and didn’t see any, but I decided not to question her and we 
moved.  In fact we moved right out the door before church even started.   Well no worry here 
at Emanuel there are NO ASSIGNED SEATS, officially or unofficially! 
 
    So welcome, this morning I pray that you will experience something of God’s love and 
forgiveness through the words, music, prayers and silence of this worship service as together 
we seek to reside in the places where Jesus stood, and where his living Spirit still stands today. 
 
    In fact, the bible story from I John this morning invites us to take up residence in the place 
where Jesus is.   I am not suggesting we board a plane to the middle east, find an archeologist 
sifting through the remains of ancient Jerusalem who might direct us to ancient streets where 
Jesus spent his last days, or point us toward the garden next to the empty tomb where Mary 
first spoke to the Risen Christ.  Instead, I want to invite us to take up residence in the place…  
Which is not really a “place” so much as a matter of the Spirit, a matter of who we are to 
become and where we are to be as people committed to love. 
 
    21 times if I counted correctly, 21 times in these 14 versus the author mentions “love.”  
That’s an average of 1.5 times per verse.  Do you think the author is trying to tell us something?  
Talk about love you numbskull preachers.  Well you might be surprised to learn that preaching 
on love is a daunting task.  “Love” is one of those words we all know so well and yet none of us 
ever fully understands it.  And yet, Love becomes the chief verb of the Christian faith.   
 
   It starts with the fact that this topic has been so over-handled… love has been so endlessly 
pawed that it’s worn thin – like an old coin too long in circulation.  Love has been cuddled by so 
many preachers, poets, and romance novelists, it has so over-dosed on sugar that in the minds 



of many people it sinks to mere sentimentality.  How does one make love a discipline, a 
spiritual practice, a force of power and transformation in a lonely and suffering world? 
 
    When we turn to scripture, we understand quickly that the love of the Bible is not the love of 
top 40 songs or romance novels, it is in another league.  Here the author employs the Greek 
word “agape.”  “Agape” is not a mood or a feeling.  Not a sentiment or passion.  Agape is a 
pledged way of life.  Agape doesn’t have an on/off switch mattering on how we are feeling that 
day.  Agape is a determination of the human will.   Agape is a commitment, a covenant, a vow.   
 
    A colleague of mine at Brick Church Presbyterian just blocks east of Central Park in New York 
City told about a family from his congregation who had a teenage son deep into drugs.  The son 
had gotten himself into drug related financial problems and begged his family for money.  He 
would land in jail and ask mom and dad to bail him out.  My colleague referred the family to an 
organization called “Tough Love.”  It was a great organization and they helped this family.  They 
helped them say “no” when he asked for money to get out of jail the third time.  And then my 
friend finished the story wondering… “I always thought the name of the group was odd tough:  
“Tough Love” – as if love isn’t always tough, as if there were such a thing as “easy love.” 
 
   It’s love that moves us when it is 9:15 at night and we are exhausted and one of the kids 
needs help with an assignment…  because Love is something you do.  When someone asks you 
to Co-teach the confirmation class, love is something you do.  When we ask for volunteers to go 
to the Gathering and feed the area’s hungry a warm meal, or walk in the Crop walk, or work at 
our United Church of Christ booth at Pridefest… love is something you do.   When the dog 
needs a walk and it is 5 degrees outside, come on say it out loud with me,… love is something 
you do.   
 
    Love ushers us right into the deeps of what it means to be fully human.  To love, tough love, 
to love your enemy, to love the stranger, to love your neighbor as much as yourself is to be 
pulled into a new place; the place where Jesus stands.  This new place has steep roads to climb 
and rushing waters to cross, but lasting love is a place of stunning beauty and great joy.  This is 
the kind of love that can, and does change the world.   
 
   When I John says “God is love,” this is what the author means.  In a sort of a one sentence 
sermon to take home with you this morning, I John is saying, “God’s love for us makes our love 
for others possible.”   
 
   On the one hand this means that all the love we have is God-generated and we see this love 
most perfectly in the life and ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus.     
 
    When he taught his followers lessons: blessed are the poor, turn the other cheek, go the 
extra mile, love your enemy, welcome the stranger, blessed are the meek, blessed are the 
peacemakers… that is where Christ resides today too… 
 



    When he healed on the Sabbath even though it was against the law, or fed thousands with 
only a few fish and a few loaves of bread, or the day he called the children to him and the times 
he empowered women in ministry and equality… that is where Christ resides today too… 
 
   And when he sat at table with his closest friends sharing the last supper, a meal of 
unconditional love and forgiveness to everyone of us... even at that moment he knew sitting 
around the table was one who would deny him, another who would betray him and others who 
would fall away… Still he was in that place with them… He broke bread and poured wine as we 
will do in a few minutes, and he invited these imperfect, confused, frightened, uninformed, 
sinful disciples to become one with him through the blessing and sharing of this bread and cup.  
Thankfully as when this meal is shared today that is where Christ resides.  
 
    One morning some women closest to Jesus went to the tomb to anoint his body.  It was over, 
it was time for rituals of sorrow and mourning.  But when they arrived, our Marvelous, 
Mysterious Agape- God transformed the cross of Crucifixion into the crown of new life. 
 
    Love is not easy, all true love is tough love… but that is exactly the God-generated love we 
need and the resource we have to share with everyone around us; that is exactly the love by 
which God is transforming the world.    
 
Amen 
    
 
    
    
 
          
 
     
 
 
    
 
     
 
 
     


