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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

5th Sunday of Easter; May 3rd, 2015 

I John 4:7-12 

“Dirty Love” 

~~~~~~~~ 

In the Guinness Book of World Records (a book, by the way, 

created by the managing director of the Guinness Brewery in 

1954 to settle questions debated nightly in pubs in Britain and 

Ireland) there is listed the record for the shortest sermon ever 

preached.  It was given by John Albrecht, an Episcopal priest in 

Michigan.  He stood in the pulpit to preach, paused, and said 

Love!  He then sat down.  He sat down a record holder for the 

shortest sermon ever preached.  We can only imagine how he 

said it – was it “LOVE!”  Or was it “love,”(soft and smooth) or 

was it “looove,” (sweet and long) or was it “love” (fast and 

bitting)? 

~~~~~~~~ 

The writer of I John preached a short sermon too. He said: 

Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; 

everyone who loves is born of God and knows God.  Whoever 

does not love does not know God for God is love. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Two short sermons to make the point that love is central to the 

Christian proclamation.  This sermon, I know you are sorry to 

hear, is longer, but I am trying to do the same thing – speak of 

Christian love.  Maybe one day I’ll set some other kind of 

record?  

~~~~~~~~ 

What is it about which we are talking?  What is Christian love?  

Unfortunately “love” has become a word that is overused and 
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often misused, especially from the standpoint of the Christian 

faith.  In the American Heritage Dictionary love is defined in 

terms of sex and sports.  Love is defined as: intense affection 

and warm feeling for another person; a strong sexual desire for 

another person; a strong fondness or enthusiasm; or ... a zero 

score in tennis.  The working definition of love in our culture – 

namely, that love is all about feelings and desires, has rendered 

the word almost meaningless when put with the word 

“Christian.”   

 

To begin to get the meaning of Christian love it helps to start by 

saying that Christ-like love is ... stay with me here ... dirty love!   

Christ-like love is love that meets people where they are; this 

love does not remain aloof and separated from needs of the 

beloved, the problems of the beloved, the weaknesses of the 

beloved.  Christ-like love is not shallow and fair-weather only 

love; rather, Christ-like love is love for real-live human beings 

with real-live idiosyncracies, problems, talents, hopes, dreams, 

failures, sins, ... 

~~~~~~~~ 

Let me share with you a short news story just as I read it... 

 Baltimore protesters looting stores and destroying property 

flooded television screens across the nation on Monday. They 

were reacting to the death of Freddie Gray, a 25-year-old black 

man who suffered a spinal injury while in police custody.  

 But at the same time, faith leaders in the city were working 

hard to bring peace to the streets of their beloved city. 

 In a powerful display of interfaith solidarity, more than 

100 clergy members from local Christian churches and from the 

Nation of Islam linked arms and marched toward a police line. 
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 Periodically, they stopped to kneel and pray. 

 “These are the top leaders of the religious community,” 

WBAL- reporter Deborah Weiner said as a helicopter captured 

the dramatic scene from above. “They are putting themselves in 

harm’s way to end the violence.” 

 When the faith leaders reached a line of police in riot gear, 

they reportedly convinced the officers to follow them back up 

the street and toward the places where the violence was taking 

place -- effectively acting as a barrier between the rioters and 

the police. 

 The clergy members told Weiner that there has been a 

crisis in Baltimore County even before the governor declared an 

official state of emergency -- an emergency of poverty, 

unemployment, and disenfranchisement from the political 

process.  

 “Our best sermon right now is not anything we say but 

what we do,” Rev. Heber Brown, pastor of Maryland’s Pleasant 

Hope Baptist Church, told one reporter (The Huffington Post by Carol 

Kuruvilla, 4/29/15). 

~~~~~~~~ 

The clergy in Baltimore were practicing a type of dirty love!  

They were not staying aloof and indifferent to the real needs of 

the community in which they lived and served.  The call of 

embodying a love on the street trumped all differences of 

theology, ethnicity, religious beliefs and traditions.  They took 

the love of the God each one worshiped to the streets in the 

midst of burning cars, rock throwing youth, and broken glass.   

~~~~~~~~ 

It is quite possible that the writer of I John was dealing with a 

heresy in the early Church. Some in the early Church believed 
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that the physical world was evil.  Jesus, therefore, was not 

really a human being; rather, he just appeared to be human.  

Those who embraced this understanding of Jesus believed that 

to be saved was to be set free from concerns with life in this 

world.   

“Docetism”(which derives from a Greek word meaning “to 

appear”) is the official name of this heresy, but another way we 

could talk of it would be to call this the fallacy of “clean love.”  

~~~~~~~~ 

Jesus’ love, Jesus’ incarnation-al love of God, is dirty in that 

Jesus was fully human and dwelt among us.  Jesus’ love 

washed dirty feet, ate with sinners, touched lepers, bleed when 

he was beaten, died when his lungs became so constricted they 

could not breathe on the cross.  Jesus’ love taught the disciples 

to pray for God’s reign to come on earth as it is in heaven.  

Christ-like love is earthy.   

 

The author of I John knew this when he wrote: Those who say 

“I love God,” and hate their brothers or sisters, are liars;  for 

those who do not love a brother or sister whom they have seen, 

cannot love God whom they have not seen.  The commandment 

we have from him is this: those who love God must love their 

brothers and sisters also (I John 4:20-21).   Christ-like love is 

very much in the beauty and in the muck of this world.  

~~~~~~~~ 

Several years ago there was a story on the news about a little 

boy, maybe three or four years old, who fell into a septic tank at 

his pre-school.  Now why a school had a septic tank that could 

be fallen into is beyond my understanding, but it happened.  

And providentially for preachers like me, the name of the 
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pre-school was ... St. John the Baptist School.  This was a 

different kind of baptism but the meaning is the same when it 

comes to thinking about the incarnation of God in Jesus. 

 

Here’s the story...the boy’s mother saw her son fall into the 

septic tank and being unable to reach him any other way, she 

jumped in to get him.  They could not get out by themselves, 

but the mother needed to hold her son to keep him safe until 

someone came to lift them out.  Someone did come and they 

were rescued.   

 

The father of the boy said that though his son had been bathed 

several times he still had a peculiar odor about him.  With some 

signs of wisdom the father said nothing about how his wife 

smelled. The point is, the mother went where she had to go to 

save her son.  Such is the incarnation-al love of God in Jesus 

for you and for me and for the whole world.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Augustine, an early Church leader and theologian, said of this 

kind of love – Love has hands to help others.  It has feet to 

hasten to the poor and needy.  It has eyes to see misery and 

want.  It has ears to hear the sighs and sorrows of other.  This 

is what love looks like. 

~~~~~~~~ 

The love of God in Christ is love that has come to us in the 

person of Jesus.  The love of God in Christ is love that meets us 

where we are hurting, falling, failing; love that meets us in the 

midst of the dirt of our lives and lifts us up.  

~~~~~~~~ 

So, if this is how God loves us, does it not follow that our 
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wholeness and well-being are found by loving one another in 

the same way?  We are invited to embody love for each other 

by being with one another in the midst of life and death, in the 

midst of joys and sorrows; we are invited to love in the midst of 

triumphs and defeats, in the midst of hopefulness and despair.   

 

This kind of love,  

be forewarned,  

is dirty.   

But, glory be,  

in the dirt  

we will see God 

and come to know 

the deep down beauty of the world in which we live 

and the beauty of the people with whom we live. 

~~~~~~~~ 

So, I pray, Lord, thank you for your dirty love. Amen. 


