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SCRIPTURE READINGS 

John 15:12 "This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you."      
1 John 4:16   So we have known and believe the love that God has for us.  God is love,   
  and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them.   
Matt 22:37-39 You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul,  
  and with all your mind. . . and you shall love your neighbor as yourself. 

 

OK, we're talking about love today.  Can I declare one of my loves, right now?  I LOVE 

the internet.  So shoot me.  It's true.  All week, heading toward this service, I've been 

thinking about love.  By Friday, all the important things for the service were in place -- 

the band, the choir, the balloons, my new sequin hat, Harriette's gumbo -- but I was still 

pondering what to say.  I went to the library and got out some books on love by deep 

thinkers -- C.S. Lewis and Paul Tillich, among them.  (I have to also just say here, that I 

LOVE the library, too.)  

 

Lewis and Tillich were interesting but a little dry for this Sunday, so I turned to the 

Bible, which is always exciting.  Actually what I turned to was the Bible concordance 

online, called Bible Gateway.  I decided to use the site to look up the word "love" and 

see how many times it's used in the Bible, and to compare the Old Testament with the 

New.  I chose the King James Version, since it's such a standard.  Here's what I learned -

- the word love is used "124" times in the Old Testament and 156 times in the New 

(which may seem close, but the Old Testament is 3.5 times longer than the New 

Testament), so clearly, the New Testament writings are moving in the direction of love. 

    

Then I was thinking about how many times in the Hebrew writings, or Old Testament, 

one is told not to "love" God but to "fear" God.  As we've discussed in our Bible Study 

group, the word "fear" in this context doesn't have the solely negative connotation that 

we associate with it today.  It is usually used in a context of reverence and awe in the 

face of the overwhelming vastness and power of God.   

 



THEN, and this is where the internet love really kicks in, I was nosing around, looking 

at what various Christian writers had to say about "fearing" God, and I came across a 

guy I'd never heard of.  I was reading some scholarly article about fearing God and at 

the bottom there was a quote, out of the blue, that said "Mike Yaconelli says. . . "  And 

I'm thinking, who is Mike Yaconelli?  Then I read the quote and lovedlovedloved it.  

Here it is (I've changed the personal pronouns, for fun):    

 

  Mike Yaconelli: "I would like to suggest that the Church become a place of terror again; a 

place where God continually has to tell us, "Fear not"; a place where our relationship with God is 

not a simple belief or a doctrine or theology, it is God's burning presence in our lives. I am 

suggesting that the tame God of relevance be replaced by the God whose very presence shatters 

our egos into dust, burns our sin into ashes, and strips us naked to reveal the real person within. 

The Church needs to become a gloriously dangerous place where nothing is safe in God's 

presence except us. Nothing--including our plans, our agendas, our priorities, our politics, our 

money, our security, our comfort, our possessions, our needs."  

"Our world is... longing to see people whose God is big and holy and frightening and gentle and 

tender... and ours; a God whose love frightens us into Her strong and powerful arms where She 

longs to whisper those terrifying words, 'I love you.'" 

 

Mike Yaconelli.  Pretty powerful words.  A wonderful weaving together of the God of 

fear and the God of love.   I found out (thank you Google) that Mike was a Christian 

youth leader in California, who wrote books and who died in 2003. 

 

So -- the Bible tells us to fear God and to love God.  Jesus called God "Abba," which is 

an Aramaic word, best translated as "Daddy."  So intimate and warm.  Jesus urges us to 

love God with all our hearts, minds and souls.  And to love other human beings, too. 

These are the two greatest commandments, he says, superseding all others.   

 

Who have you loved in your life?  Have you loved God?  What does that even mean, to 

love God?  It's hard to love an abstraction, to love an indefinable creative force. I think 

that's why so many people are comfortable with a personified God -- the old bearded 

white guy in the sky, as Michelangelo painted him.  God the father.   When I want to 

anthropomorphize God, I imagine a hefty, old, wise black woman with a laughing face.  

A woman who holds out her strong and powerful arms to me and who loves me 

unconditionally.   Vincent Van Gogh said, "I can't help but think that the best way to 

know God is to love many things."   



And maybe that's the best way not only to know God, but to love God, too, to be in love 

with God's creation -- with the snowdrops growing too early in the backyard, and the 

crescent moon, the fire in the fireplace, and the angel fish hiding in coral reefs.  The 

manifestations of God's creative power, in all its variety. . . including people, in all their 

variety.  Our neighbors.  Who have you loved in your life?  Maybe it's easier to think of 

loving our neighbor than loving God, though it amounts to the same thing, really.   C.S. 

Lewis divides love into four types -- Affection, Friendship, Eros and Charity.    

Affection is a natural bond that exists in families, friendship is a bond that's created of 

shared experience and interest, Eros is reflected in romantic love, and charity is about 

the love that people feel for and from God, and the love that flows from one person to 

another simply because the other is recognized as a creature of God.  This kind of love 

is always embodied by loving action. 

 

I'm going to assume that everyone in this room has given and received love.  Who have 

you loved in your life?  I'm actually asking this question.  And what I'd like you to do is 

to take the paper hearts that are in the pews and find a pencil and when I ask a 

question, please write down a name or names.  Ready?  If you feel that you have loved 

God in your life, whatever that means to you, write God at the center of your heart.  No 

one is going to be checking, so you can be honest.  What family members have you 

loved?  Father, mother, siblings, uncles, aunts, cousins.  Use first names and write as 

many you want.  You can write on both sides.  Which friends have you loved?  Maybe 

limit it to the top five.  Who have you been "in love with" in the romantic sense?  Again, 

no one is checking.  Who loved and guided you in your life?  A mentor or teacher who 

you loved.  And finally, who have you loved as a stranger?  Someone for whom you've 

done a kind deed for no good reason other than manifesting God’s love.     

 

OK, your hearts should be thick with names.  Here's what we're going to do.  The band 

is going to start to play and we'll stand up.  Take your paper hearts and also the insert 

in the bulletin that has the words to the song "I Can't Help Falling in Love with You" on 

it.  We're going to bring our filled-up hearts up front and hang them on this tree branch 

and we'll sing as we go.  Please come up the center aisle, and after you've hung your 

heart, return by the side aisle.   

 



EXTRO -- So there they are.  Everyone we've loved, together in one place.  Think of 

these hearts as prayers of gratitude for the people in your life.  For your companions on 

your journey through your slice of time on this planet.  How precious they are.  How 

lucky we are.  How, out of love, God has gifted us with the ability and opportunity to 

give and receive love, and that there is in fact no greater gift.  For this truth, we offer up 

to God our deepest thanks and praise.   

 

Let us pray:  God over all, we offer our profound gratitude for our connection to you 

and for the many human beings who have graced our lives.  Those who have given us 

the gift of love and received it as well.  Remind us again this day that love is what it’s 

all about and help us to live our lives accordingly.  In Jesus' name we pray, amen.   


