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I recall, years ago in seminary, someone saying, “If I hear one more homily about love, I think I’ll 
barf”. His point was that more than being affirmed all the time, we need also to be challenged to become 
more like Christ than we currently are, to conversion of life. But there’s no getting around how much 
Jesus—and for that matter, the St. John—spoke about love. The word love appears no less than 19 times in 
today’s second reading and Gospel! St. John experienced Jesus’ love so powerfully that it impelled him to 
convey it in a way unlike the other evangelists. 
 One of the things he faced in his time was that there were some who claimed to know God by mere 
means of intellectual or philosophical knowledge. John said that knowledge is not enough. The true way to 
know God is to love of others the way Jesus loved. Otherwise, said John, you don’t know God. 
 According to tradition he went to Asia Minor and settled at Ephesus. Under the Emperor Domitian 
(81-96) he was exiled to an island in the Aegean Sea known as Patmos. He later was released and returned 
to Ephesus, where he wrote the Gospel and New Testament letters.  
 But it’s said that whenever he would preach, he said the same 5-word sermon every time: “Little 
Children, love one another.” Eventually, someone weary of the repetition, asked him why he said the same 
thing, over and over. John replied, “When you get it right, I’ll move on to something else….love one 
another.” I suspect St. John offered the same 5-word sermon on love, but it’s not known if the man barfed 
or not, but John was right. 
 

We talk about love a lot, but I’m not sure we understand it. It’s hard not to think of the guys from A 
Night of the Roxbury when we ask, “What is love?”, but it’s an important question. You’ve likely heard 
Thomas Aquinas’ definition: love is willing the good of the other. And for our purposes—for the love that 
Jesus and St. John call us to—that definition works.  
 Christian love wills what is good for the other. Yet, we’re taught that when those we love are doing 
something harmful to their souls, that we’re loving them by letting them persist in it: It’s their choice, and I 
don’t see how it’s hurting anyone else. Understand, while we must never impose the better way Jesus has 
shown us, we’re not truly loving the other if we don’t try to invite them to his better way.  
 Secondly, Christian love is not an emotion or something we feel. Feelings come and go, just like the 
euphoria we feel when we’re in love: it fades. Christian love is instead an enduring act of the will. 
 Third, Christian love does not seek to cheapen or use the other. How often it’s been said, “If you 
really love me, you’ll give me your body for my pleasure”. That’s not love. It’s manipulation for the sake of 
self-gratification. True love seeks to build up the other. Again, real love is enduring, not an impulsive act. 
 Fourth, Christian love involves sacrifice and laying down one’s life for the good of the other. And the 
good that we will for them is life with and in God, not merely surface-level happiness. 
 

While to love like Jesus should draw us out of ourselves, to give way to transcendence, I realize that 
some of us are trapped in a place where our hearts are numb, depressed and lonely. In such cases, it’s not 
so easy to feel or tap into the love of our Lord, even though it’s right within. They must keep searching for 
that love within. And we must reflect that love to them.  
 But then there are those who identify as Christian and yet choose to harbor anger and negativity: 
spraying out their poison on everyone else in their words and their attitude. Instead of love that builds, 
they suck the love out of everyone else. Christian love is intended to give way to light and joy, even when 
we don’t agree, when not everything is satisfying. 
 

Unlike the other Gospels, St. John includes few miracle accounts and very few moral teachings. He’s 
often represented as an eagle, because his theology soars to reveal a mile-high truth about our Lord and 
about ourselves. He would want us to realize that if we can say “Jesus is God and yet became man” without 
being blown away, then we don’t get it. Contemporary studies in genetics reveal our relationship with other 
forms of life on earth, but St. John takes it to a whole different level: he tells us by virtue of the Word 
becoming flesh, we are sharers in God’s DNA. God became man to give us his capacity to love, so that we 
might love like he loved. If you’re not at least trying, then I suspect he would say you don’t know him. 


