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When I first read the scripture readings assigned for today, our Annual Meeting Sunday, I felt 
like I'd been thrown a slow pitch right over home plate! I was delighted when I discovered that 
this well-known passage about love, from Paul's first letter to the Corinthians, was our Epistle 
for today. I mean, really.... How sweet is that?  
  
To be perfectly clear, the reason for my delight is that love is usually the first word I use to 
describe St. Thomas, when people who don't know us ask me about our church. 
  
To help us understand this text more clearly, we’ll begin, as we often do, with its biblical 
context. Let’s just say that the Christian community at Corinth had some challenges. Most of its 
members were Gentile converts steeped in the Roman culture of their day.  
  
As we will be learning this week in David's bible study on Paul, the Romans were very into 
status. They structured everything they did around gaining status, and from that status, social 
power. When we know those facts, we gain some understanding about what Paul is addressing 
in his letters to the church in Corinth.  
  
For example, in his first letter to the Corinthians, chapters 12 and 14, the issue Paul is writing 
about is spiritual gifts.  
  
In the church at Corinth, the spiritual gift that made you the coolest cat with the most status 
was speaking in tongues. And those who could do it lorded it over those who could not. And 
those who couldn’t felt bad about themselves and longed to be given that gift.  
  
  
In response, Paul writes an extended meditation on spiritual gifts in chapters 12 and 14. And 
then, boom, right in the middle of those two sections, Paul pens this chapter about love.  
  
The message is clear. Without love, speaking in tongues - or whatever it is that we think makes 
us the cool cats in our own day - is just a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. Or, to quote 
Macbeth, they are “Sound and fury, signifying nothing.” 
  
So, what is this love Paul speaks about? You might remember that there are four words for love 
in ancient Greek.  
- Eros is passionate love. 
- Storge is the affectionate love between spouses, parents and children, or the love we have for 
our pets. 
  
- Philio is affinity, fondness, and friendship. In his Gospel, John uses philio to describe the love 
Jesus has both for his friend Lazarus and his disciples.  
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The Greek word for love that Paul uses in this passage is the word agapé. I'd always been taught 
that it meant selfless love. But this week, I read a much better definition: Agapé is love that 
longs for the well-being of another. Hear that again. Agapé is love that longs for the well-being 
of another.  
  
It's easy to think of these different kinds of love as silos. But, of course, strong intimate 
relationships can be both erotic and agapeic, and the best friendships are generally those that 
combine philio and agapé.  
  
There is an organization called The Institute for Research on Unlimited Love. Their description 
of unlimited love sounds a lot like agapé to me: “When the happiness, security, and well-being 
of another feels as meaningful and real to us as our own, or perhaps more so, we love that 
person. Unlimited Love includes but extends beyond our nearest and dearest to all humanity 
based on our shared dignity and interdependence with one another and with nature.” 
  
In our prayer for St. Thomas, we pray to grow in the “spiritual strength of community.”  
  
Friends, agapé love is one of our spiritual strengths. When we begin our Annual Meeting in a 
few minutes, I want you to listen the stories that will be told about 2021. If you haven’t done so 
already, read the Annual Report which was sent out via email on Friday. In both, listen for 
examples of agapé love.  
 
  
What I heard, when I read those reports, is that again and again, we acted out of a longing for 
the wellbeing of others. And I can tell you that when things didn't go according to plan, our 
responses to those delays and challenges expressed agapé love.  
  
In this life, no human is perfect 100% of the time. We all have our cranky, selfish, self-centered 
moments. But collectively, agapé love is one of the gifts of this congregation.  
  
Why is that so important? Acting from a place of agapé love matters deeply for two important 
reasons.  
  
First, agapé love is one of the core characteristics shown by those who wish to be disciples of 
Jesus. When Jesus says that the greatest commandment is to love God and to love our neighbor 
as ourselves, the word he uses for both loves is agapé.  
That so much of what we do as a congregation comes from a place of agapé tells me that we 
are striving to follow Jesus as his disciples.  
  
The other reason agapé love matters so much is that it's a powerful witness to the world. Our 
own culture isn't so different from ancient Rome. Achieving status and power are strong drivers 
for so much of what happens today.  
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Our decision to repeatedly choose agapé love serves as a powerful witness to an alternate way 
of being in the world. It’s a way that's rooted in the call of Christ, the words of Paul, and our 
own baptismal promise to seek and serve Christ in all persons, loving our neighbor as ourselves.  
  
This love is one of the spiritual strengths of our community and I am grateful. 
  
Amen. 


