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The Power of Love

As a little girl I used to love to watch Disney movies where princesses would be swept off their
feet and whisked away in the arms of their beloved to happily ever after. And, as a teen I grew to
love Romantic Comedies where a quirky girl would catch the eye of a handsome man and by the
end of the movie become a beautiful bride. But, whenever I would watch these, I’ll call them
fairy tale movies, my mother would inevitably remind me that they were just that, fairy tales.
Where the love on the screen was as magical as pixie dust, and happily ever after was just a
game of make believe. With both the unrealistic ideals of the movies, much less the wedding
industry, and more so the pressure of social media. It is no wonder that when we hear our ever
familiar passage from 1 Corinthians, “love is patient, love is kind, love is never envious or
boastful.” We too are whisked away to a magical place where doe eyed lovers meet at the altar to
make vows that will take them off into never never land. Only to be awakened the next day from
their magical fairy tale dream by (in most cases the bad breath of their partner, and) the hard
knocks of reality that require the difficult but necessary work to make it in the real world. And,
thus, too often I think we associate the Christian virtue of love with naivety, or even more
tragically with fairy tales.

In 1941, at Wilberforce University, an all African American school in Ohio, a young man,
Kenneth, studying for the ministry, met and fell in love with a young woman, Dorothy, teaching
college math. Kenneth was studying to be a minister in the Baptist church, like his father, and his
father before him. But, Dorothy was an Episcopolian. And so, like any young man, with a bit of
sense, early in the throws of courtship he went to her church on Sunday mornings simply in order
to be near his beloved. As it came time in the service for communion the priest invited everyone
to the altar, to receive the body, a wafer placed in the palm of their hand, and the blood, a single
communal chalice from which all were to drink. Now, remember this was the 1940’s. And, this
Episocpal Church was, for the most part, a white congregation. With the exception of Dorothy
and her bau Kenneth. Jim Crow was still very much alive, even if this was the North. And, for
the most part, blacks and whites didn’t eat at the same restaurants, swim in the same pools, or
drink out of the same water fountains. As the congregation gathered around the altar, and the cup
was passed from one person's lips to the next. Kenneth waited with bated breath, to see, would
they offer Dorothy and him the cup? Even more would others continue to drink from that same
cup? As the cup came to him and Dorothy, they took their respective sips, and as the cup was
passed, the next person took theirs. And the next, and the next, and the next. That day Kenneth
felt the call, not as a Baptist minister, but as an Episcopal priest. Because, as he would later tell
his Son, who we more formally know as our Presiding Bishop Michael Curry, “Any church in
which Blacks and Whites drink out of the same cup knows something about the Gospel that I
want to be a part of.” And, knows something about what it means to take part in  “love in
action.”

As Christians we are called to live lives of love. And, while this may sound like something out of
a fairy tale turned disney movie or rom com on the hallmark channel, it is so much more.
Because, as Bishop Curry tells us, if it’s not about love it’s not about God. For us to claim our
greatest commandment, to love God with all our heart, mind, and soul, and love our neighbor as



ourselves, we need to be familiar with what it means to love. Because, love is not simply a
feeling sparked by the heartfelt lyrics of a romance song on the radio. Nor is it just an emotion
reserved for doe eyed partners whose gazes lock at the altar. Love is also an action, as we find in
Paul’s letter today. Love is a verb that requires our participation in order to preserve the sanctity
of life and promote the kingdom of God.

As we come to our passage today from chapter 13 of Paul’s 1st Letter to the Corinthians we may
hear the ever familiar words of, what is commonly known as the Love chapter. Because, 9 times
out of 10 this is the passage we find recited at weddings year after year. But, Paul is not
addressing a well groomed and exquisitely dressed couple waiting ever so patiently to seal their
love with a kiss. Paul is addressing a community irrevocably torn by division and crumbling at
the seams from greed and self centeredness. Paul is not encouraging them by promoting the
virtues of love. Paul is challenging them by holding up the requirements of love so that they
might turn from their own selfish desires and back towards the needs of one another. Even more
so, Paul is calling them to take on the power of love, the only resource they have left to save their
community.

I have often thought that the opposite of love is hate. But, as Curry states in his book “The Way
of Love,” (that we as a vestry our reading as we prepare for our retreat, and which I encourage
you to read along with us), the opposite of love is actually selfishness. Because as love is the
most powerful force in our cosmos, to bind us together and change the world for the better. If
“selfishness is the most destructive force... hate is [simply] its symptom. Selfishness destroys
families. It destroys communities. It has destroyed societies, nations, and global communities,
and it will destroy the human race by laying waste to our planet [and I would add our society]. If
we let it.” As noted earlier, “love as an action is the only thing that has ever changed the world
for the better.” Because love as an action, can bring blacks and whites in a 1940’s segregated
America to drink from the same cup around an altar. Love as an action can give food to the
hungry in our community through a blessing box. Love as an action can give stability to a family
seeking home ownership through the habitat build. Love as an action can create a spiritual
community for immigrant families who left theirs behind in a congregation known as San Jose.
Love as an action can bring us through this pandemic to the other side. And, love as an action
will continue to make St. Paul’s a community dedicated to being Christ’s hands, feet, and heart in
the world. At the end of our passage, Paul tells us, “And now faith, hope, and love abide, these
three; and the greatest of these is love.” Because, love never ends. Love is what created us, love
is what sustains us, and love will continue to heal us and make us whole. May you know this
love, may you claim this love, and may we share this love with one another, our community, and
the world.

Amen.


