
MESSAGE ~ “Love is an Action Verb” 

How many of us either had this passage at our own weddings or 

have been to a wedding where it was used? Paul’s discourse on 

love is the text we go to for that feel-good moment, because, 

we Americans like to feel good about love.  

I myself love to love on the L word and I also like to quote the 

band U2 by saying “love is the higher law” and to me, it is. It 

sums up Jesus’ ministry for me. 

But love isn’t simple, and it certainly is not just a state of being, 

an emotion, or a feeling; it is also an action verb. 

Way back when, when I was a student at Seattle Pacific 

University, I remember hearing for the first time, that love is 

not a feeling. That love is a verb to be lived out. It was a radical 

idea for this kid who was trying to figure it all out. The love 

word gets thrown around a lot and I didn’t know what to make 

of it. 

But I did know that two people could be having a conversation 

about love and have totally different definitions as to what it 

means, and not even know it. 



In the context of 1st Corinthians, we need to go back to Chapter 

12 to gather Paul’s meaning—to understand just why Paul is 

sharing this missive on love with us. He is not doing it so that 

we can say it at a wedding in the 21st century, I will tell you 

that. 

When we go back to chapter 12 and I will just read the last bit 

here, Paul says: Now you are the body of Christ, and each one 

of you is a part of it. And God has placed in the church first of 

all apostles, second prophets, third teachers, then miracles, 

then gifts of healing, of helping, of guidance, and of different 

kinds of tongues. Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all 

teachers? Do all work miracles? Do all have gifts of healing? 

Do all speak in tongues ? Do all interpret? Now eagerly desire 

the greater gifts. And yet I will show you the most excellent 

way.  

He then goes on to say:  

If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not 

have love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I 

have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all 



knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, 

but do not have love, I am nothing. 

You see, the church in Corinth had forgotten that they were the 

body of Christ, and that they needed to work together, with 

their various spiritual gifts. One gift was not better than the 

other. No one part of the body is better than the other. But 

even that is not the point, for Paul launches this conversation 

on love so that they can refocus: it’s about love. It is about 

Jesus, not what fancy spiritual gift you have to share with your 

community. 

Because if the church has spiritual gifts and does not have love, 

the people of the church have a problem. The church is nothing 

without love. Period. Love is the underlying action, it is what 

holds the whole of the Christian community together. 

For some reason, we human beings often enjoy being 

competitive.  

I mean, there is a Super Bowl today right? 

If we have a talent, sometimes we are prone to showing off and 

letting others know just how good we are at what we do. I 

remember, in college, that students would ooh and ahh over 



anyone who might have the gift of tongues, you know speaking 

in tongues like Paul mentioned. If you don’t know much about 

SPU, it is a Free Methodist university, and at the time that I 

went there, charismatic evangelical worship was super popular. 

So if you were ever in a worship service where someone spoke 

in tongues AND it was interpreted, you knew you had 

witnessed something special. You had suddenly been part of a 

REAL worship service, where there’s evidence that the Holy 

Spirit actually showed up.  

The inference here of course is that the Holy Spirit prefers 

glossolalia, a language that no one speaks, over a language that 

people actually understand. The suggestion is that this 

charismatic church over here is better than the higher liturgical 

church where prayers are recited from memory each week. The 

college students cared more about spiritual competition and 

appearing to be the better Christian than anything else. It was 

much harder to do any self-examination to see if what they 

were doing came from a place of love or not. 

They let their judgement and know it all assertions get in the 

way of the biggest question—is this gift being shared with love? 

Is the motivation with this gift of tongues to build community 



and do the work of God? Or are we more interested in some 

kind of spiritual show? 

True story here: I was in a worship service once, at Bethany 

Presbyterian when someone, in the midst of prayer time, spoke 

in tongues. And it was interpreted. I remember that the 

message was a blessing from God, quite simple really. It was 

fascinating and amazing and yet no one boasted about it 

afterward. 

The pastor took it in stride. It was an element of the worship 

service and nothing more. Sure, I felt a little special to have 

been there, but because it was accepted as just part of the 

worshiping life, it was not exalted above all other moments. It 

came, it went, it was a blessing. 

Paul makes it clear—having spiritual gifts and using them is not 

a competitive sport. Spiritual gifts have value when love is 

present. And this love, it is an action verb. It is an action word. 

Let’s hear some of the attributes that Paul places on love: 

Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, 

it is not proud. It does not dishonor others, it is not self-

seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of 



wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the 

truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always 

perseveres. Love never fails. 

In our actions as church, we must cultivate patience, 

compassion, humility and regard for every human being. We 

are to live into a spirit of generosity, where there is no 

resentment, no revenge, no delighting in evil.  

One thing that Paul doesn’t mention, but I would like to add to 

his descriptive list is fierce love that is born out of healthy and 

just anger. A fierce love grabs our attention and moves us more 

deeply into beloved community with each other. Fierce love 

shows up like a mama bear—protective yet propelling us 

forward to rectify wrongs and create a more just world for all. 

There would be no Mothers Against Drunk Drivers if it wasn’t 

for fierce love. There would be no Moms Demand Action for 

common sense gun laws if moms and dads weren’t propelled 

forward to do something about the epidemic of gun violence. 

Perhaps good people would not have conspired to bring forth 

the civil rights movement without fierce love. Fierce love 

demands a better world for all of God’s people. Fierce love, I do 

believe, is something that Jesus understood well and 



demonstrated to us through his interactions with his disciples, 

his parables, those he healed, those he broke bread with.  

How many times did Jesus upset people by showing us how to 

love? He wasn’t afraid to include the outcast, the untouchable; 

the tax collector—the prostitute. If Jesus were with us here 

today, he would be hanging out with the Somali muslim woman 

who is about to lose her business in Sea-Tac, he would be at the 

border with the asylum seekers and lawyers who are trying to 

help their cause. He would be with the woman who rented out 

hotel rooms on the south side of Chicago for homeless people 

who were about to freeze to death. 

Interestingly, Paul doesn’t mention Jesus at all in this passage, 

but Jesus is our ultimate example of love; he is the foundation 

of the church. He is our example of love in action. He, and the 

Holy Trinity are why we show up here. Right? 

We choose to be church together, even when others opt for a 

Sunday morning sleep in or brunch with friends, a half 

marathon, or skiing at Crystal Mountain.  

We live in what is called the “none” zone where less people 

consider themselves a person of faith than in other parts of the 



country. We are not a very churchy bunch in this corner of the 

world. So how we tell the story about who we are and how we 

live out our message as action verb lovers of God matters. It 

matters more than we could possibly know. 

I wonder if the Christ followers of Corinth thought about this 

too. They were building a church amid a society that wasn’t 

interested in the life and person of Jesus the Christ.  

Often, I feel like the United Church of Christ is one of the best 

kept secrets that shouldn’t be a secret. I will hear people 

lament about how churches have failed them, how all-male 

leadership is stifling, how God has been put in a box or how 

there is no room for seekers or doubters. Except there is. And it 

is called the UCC. And we are part of it.  

Dear people of God, it is our job to live out God’s love and to 

embody it. To allow ourselves to be fully known, with lumps 

and bumps and real shortcomings by this God of grace. When 

God’s grace works upon us, when we allow ourselves to really 

be loved; transformation occurs. And the transformation in us 

inspires others. 



We as church get to claim this love as our own, we have 

received a gift, and we are meant to share it. And we can’t stay 

this best kept secret anymore! 

We do want people to know that all are welcome here--

especially at our communion table—no matter who you are, 

you are welcome in this space. We won’t claim perfection, but 

we will claim that each person is a beloved child of God. 

Paul seems to understand that being church together is a 

process. We will never have it all figured out completely. Being 

church is never finished. Transformation is continual. I hope we 

never say, “oh we figured that out, we have nothing left to 

learn; there is no more spiritual growth to do, no more people 

to love, no more people to feed.”  Because we will always have 

opportunities to learn and to change—God will always have a 

spiritual lesson for us--the art of forgiveness, the way of 

compassion, how to let go of resentment, how to allow our 

hearts to be changed. It never ends. Love never ends.  

In the years of my ministry at the hospital as a chaplain, I was 

constantly challenged to learn and un learn, re-form and re-



shape my understanding of the many ways people live out their 

love as an action verb.  

I would see love in motion in the draping of a prayer shawl over 

the shoulders of a beloved church member receiving chemo.  

I would see love in motion in the sharing of the Eucharist at the 

bedside among Catholic friends.  

I would hear about love being lived out in the nurse praying for 

a patient by request in the long stretches of the night.  

Love would show up in the long vigiling hours of friends and 

family at the bedside of one who is in an induced coma, with 

beeps of machines and the whir and shush of life support. 

Prayers for healing, vignettes and memories shared. 

Love would emerge through the voices of an impromptu 

Samoan choir in the ICU or by the chaplain holding the phone 

to a dying man’s ear so his siblings could talk to him one last 

time.  

We may want love to be a feeling, as so many of the love songs 

go, but good people of God, we need to remember that it is 

indeed an action verb. We must demonstrate the love that lives 

in our hearts. The more love we share the more it grows. The 



more it grows, the less space there is for fear, meanness, and 

despair. And in our world right now, we need every protection 

there is against real meanness, real fear, real despair. Love is 

what triumphs over evil, every time. 

Whether love moves fiercely or gently, in truth, with 

forgiveness, out of grief or in humility… Paul reminds us that 

love moves through us, love engages us, love calls us to live a 

deeper life together in Christ. 

So when you are feeling nudged to live out this love as an 

action verb—ask yourself—will I allow this love to change me, 

to change us? Can I accept God’s transformative work? Will 

we allow this love to be the filter in which we view the world? 

Will we allow ourselves to love and in return be more deeply 

loved…by God? 

As our Amen, Kevin will lead us in singing the Love Canon 

together, which is in your bulletin. Please stand as you are 

comfortable. 


