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“Love as a Verb” 
 
 

Recently, my husband and I took our six-year old son to the American 

Heritage Museum, which is a military museum just outside of Hudson. They 

have military memorabilia from World War I to present. We thought he 

would love seeing all the tanks and big trucks, but instead, he was terrified. 

He clung to his Dad and asked to leave. I realized that we had never told 

him about war, and he did not know about the Holocaust or September 

11th.  

His life has been perfectly sheltered from so much of the terrors growing up 

in this world can bring, and I struggled with how to explain it all, especially 

as the reality of almost a hundred years of human suffering was there on 

display for him.  

He has not been totally sheltered though. Because I believe that white 

parents should also bear the burden of teaching their children about racism 

much like parents of color do, my son does know about racism, sexism, 

and homophobia – though, similar to war, he cannot wrap his head around 

these concepts. He says, “What’s that thing where people don’t treat my 
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friend the same?” He asks me why people would behave like this, and I 

never have a good answer.  

I imagine some day, likely soon, he will be asking me about the violence in 

our schools and our country’s attachment to gun culture and I will once 

again be at sea trying to figure out what to say. As you likely saw before 

this service, my intention for this week’s sermon was to talk about bell 

hook’s views on love and its transformative place in our lives and in our 

communities, and I still will, but perhaps from a different lens than what I 

originally planned. Because, honestly I spent most of this week numb by 

the tragedy in Texas and at a loss about what to say today. Like many of 

you, I’m sure, I don’t really have words to speak to the horror of the last two 

weeks.  

Writer Clint Smith, says,  
 

“I spent last week thinking about what it means to be Black in a 
country where people hunt you and hope to livestream your murder. I 
will now spend this week thinking about what it means to be a parent 
in a country where your child may not come home one day because a 
teenager was able to so easily buy a gun.”  

 
Smith says though he is a writer, language is failing him. He adds,  
 

“What vocabulary can describe the heartbeat of a parent pacing for 
hours outside a school, waiting to hear if their child survived? What 
words could ever be commensurate with the lost lives of so many 
little ones?1” 

 
1 Smith, Clint, “No Parent Should Have to Live Like This.” The Atlantic, May 25, 2022 
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How do we find the words? How do have anything to say, how do we give 

answers to the children in our lives much less ourselves? How do I watch 

as my son’s T-Rex backpack disappears into the crowd of other backpacks 

covered with Pokemon or ballet dancers or unicorns when I drop him off at 

his elementary school and ever feel safe? I’m not sure that I can.   

After September 11th, Fred Rogers, better known as Mr. Rogers, briefly 

came out of retirement to speak to the children and parents of the world 

and reassure them. Even Mr. Rogers had no idea what to say. He 

purportedly responded to his producer, “I just don’t know what good these 

are gonna do.” He ultimately recorded four videos that aired on the one 

year anniversary of the attacks and in one he reminded people that we are 

all called to be “Tikkun Olam,” a concept our own Rev. Dr. Stephanie May 

recently spoke about, which is “repairers of creation.”  

Whenever there is a major tragedy, many people make reference to Mr. 

Roger’s famous advice to children, he said, “Look for the helpers. You will 

always find people who are helping.” But this advice was for children, not 

for adults. While it can be of great comfort for children to look to the helpers 

so that they can see that the world is still made up of people who will care 

for them and keep them safe, adults are called to something more. We are 

called to be the helpers. To look in the face of great tragedy and find the 
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space to love people through the hurt. To let the lives we lead be a 

reflection of our internal values and act from an ethic of love.  

In her book, “all about love” author bell hooks, who passed away in 

December of 2021, talks about living with this ethic of love. She stresses 

the importance of understanding love, not just as a feeling we have, but as 

a call to action. That idea of being repairers of creation. But, we are 

repairing not only the world but ourselves. It is through this ethic of love that 

we will find healing.  

hooks, tells us that, “Love in action is always about service,” and that being 

of service of others is a therapeutic practice as fruitful as any other. She 

adds,  

“To begin by always thinking of love as an action rather than a feeling 
is one way in which anyone using the word in this manner 
automatically assumes accountability and responsibility. We are often 
taught we have no control over our ‘feelings.’ Yet most of us accept 
that we choose our actions, that intention and will inform what we 
do.”2 

 
When faced with moments such as these, when it is all we can do to 

process the senseless and terrible killing in Buffalo before we are then 

bombarded by the tragedy of Uvalde, it is difficult to find the hope, to 

understand where the love could be and how we can make sense of a 

 
2 Hooks, bell, “all about love,” HarperCollins, January 30, 2018, p. 13. 
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world that contains such heartbreak – a country that allows such loss time 

and again. In these moments, perhaps a turn to action, a recognition of our 

role as helpers, can be the guiding light for many of us? bell hooks quotes 

John Welwood from Journey of the Heart: The Path of Conscious Love, 

who says, “dreaming that love will save us, solve all our problems or 

provide a steady state of bliss or security only keeps us stuck in wishful 

fantasy, undermining the real power of the love – which is to transform us.”3 

They both recognize that to act from a place of love can be 

transformational for ourselves and those around us. It was not until I got 

involved in the work of community organizing that I think I became my best 

self. For a long time, I struggled with being overly judgment and often 

caused more drama in my friend group than was probably necessary. I look 

back on my younger self and cringe. But, when I turned my focus to how I 

was showing up in the world and how I could work to make even the 

smallest corner of my world a little brighter, I changed.  

In her book, all about love, bell hooks looks to the works of Rev. Dr. Martin 

Luther King, Jr., Thomas Merton, and Erich Fromm and says that they 

always emphasized love “as an active force that should lead us into greater 

communion with the world” That we should not be looking to simply giving 

 
3 Hooks at 114 
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an individual life satisfication, but through the practice of love, this is the 

primary way we end domination and oppression.”4 

She is saying that love is political. hooks challenges us that much of the 

discussions about spirituality and love become too focused on our 

individual self-improvement and not enough on the “practice of love within 

the context of community”5 and our responsibilities to it.  

In the book Radical Dharma, the Rev. angel Kydo williams speaks to this 

idea that sometimes our spiritual paths in the Western world can get 

bogged down by focusing on the internal work of “me” without also realizing 

there is a community piece as well. She stresses that internal liberation 

goes hand in hand with external liberation.6  

 
In all about love, bell hooks quotes Parker J. Palmer who says,  
 

“To be fully alive is to act….action…is the visible form of an invisible 
spirit, an outward manifestation of an inward power. But as we act, 
we not only express what is in us and help give shape to the world; 
we also receive what is outside us, and reshape our inner selves.”  

 

hooks further challenges us by saying our commitment to a spiritual life 

calls us to do more than read a book or go on a retreat, but, “It requires 

 
4 hooks at 76 
5 hooks at 76 
6 Reverend angel Kyodo williams, Lama Rod Owens, and Jasmine Syedullah, Radical Dharma (Berkeley, CA: North 
Atlantic Books, 2016).  
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conscious practice, a willingness to unite the way we think with the way we 

act.” 7 

bell hooks tells a story of when she was talking to a university audience 

and she told them she had faith in the power of white people to speak out 

against racism, challenging and changing prejudice. She told them she 

believes that we can all change our minds and our actions. She believed 

this, not because of some conviction in a utopian ideal, but because of the 

stories of many of the people throughout history who “offered their lives in 

the service of justice and freedom.” She got push back on her assertions 

from the audience who said the people she was talking about were 

exceptions, not the rule. hooks agreed, but she also said that we need to 

change our thinking so that, we can see ourselves as being the one who 

changes rather than like those who refuse to change. She says that what 

was exceptional about these people was not that they were “smarter or 

kinder than their neighbors but that they were willing to live the truth of their 

values.”8 

When we live our lives with a focus on fierce love in action that we can 

share with our families, friends, and communities, we de-center ourselves 

 
7 hooks at 88 
8 hooks at 90 



 8 

and our hang-ups and fears and inch ever closer to the beloved community 

that Dr. King spoke about so many decades ago. hooks says, “When we 

choose to love, we choose to move against fear, against alienation and 

separation. The choice to love is a choice to connect, to find ourselves in 

the other.” 

But this notion of living in love rather than fear, is a difficult one. Personally, 

I am living with a lot of fear right now. I think many of us are. Certainly, 

many people of color, trans people, and other members of our communities 

living with marginalized identities are living with a fear that I cannot possibly 

understand.  

However, for many parents, grandparents, and other caregivers of children, 

we live with a constant fear that was not present when many of us were 

young. Sending the children we love to school. The most basic thing a child 

can do, something that happens every day, has become fraught for millions 

of Americans. I don’t know how to resolve that. All I can do is try every day 

to externalize my internal values. To make sure the way I show up in the 

world is a reflection of who I want to be. To recognize my fear and to act 

anyway as well as work to try to end this American culture of the gun.  

I will give my final words today to bell hooks who can hopefully give us a 

little bit of hope in the face of so much tragedy. She says,  
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“Love redeems. Despite all the lovelessness that surrounds us…the 
understanding that love redeems appears to be a resilient aspect of 
our heart’s knowledge. The healing power of redemptive love lures us 
and calls us toward the possibility of healing…we are all mysteriously 
called to love no matter the conditions of our lives, the degree of our 
depravity or despair. The persistence of this call gives us reason to 
hope. Without hope, we cannot return to love. Breaking our sense of 
isolation and opening up with the window of opportunity, hope 
provides us with a reason to go forward. It is a practice of positive 
thinking. Being positive, living in a permanent state of hopefulness, 
renews the spirit. Renewing our faith in love’s promise, hope is our 
covenant.”9 

 

Blessed be. 
 
 

 
9 hooks at 219 


