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“There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear.” When I served in the Church of 
Scotland, I worked alongside a wonderful if somewhat serious Scottish Presbyterian who surprised 
me when he told the following story at the reception for a wedding we had led together. A young Scot 
in Glasgow was engaged to be married and he sent a wedding invitation to his uncle who lived in the 
Outer Hebrides. The uncle thought it too difficult and too expensive to make the trip to far away 
Glasgow so he decided instead to send a telegram to congratulate the bride and groom. He thought 
that our verse for today would be appropriate for a newly married couple: 1 John 4:18—There is no fear 
in love, but perfect love casts out fear. 

On arriving at the telegraph office, this good Scot discovered that it would be too expensive 
to send the full verse by telegram, so he opted instead to send only the chapter and verse, knowing 
that at any good Scottish wedding the best man would have his Bible with him. He asked the telegraph 
operator simply to send the verse heading: 1 John 4:18.  

The telegram arrived on time and the best man stood to read it, however in sending the 
telegram, the operator dropped the number one, so that the telegram actually read only: John 4:18, as 
in the Gospel of John, chapter four verse eighteen, not the First Letter of John 4:18, so the best man 
stood and read from the gospel: “for you have had five husbands, and the one you have now is not 
your husband.” You can look it up for yourself. 

Regardless of the fact that his original message did not come through, that Scottish uncle had 
wonderful words of advice for any one of us: There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear. You may 
remember that the command that appears most often in Scripture over and over again is simply: Do 
not be afraid. In Deuteronomy when the people of Israel came to the Promised Land, God said: “Do 
not fear or be dismayed.” In Isaiah God proclaims through the Prophet: “Do not fear, for I am with 
you, do not be afraid, for I am your God; I will strengthen you, I will help you, I will uphold you with 
my victorious right hand.” When the shepherds were afraid, the angel said: “Fear not.” When the 
women went to the tomb and found it empty, the angel said: “Fear not.” Do not be afraid. The 
antidote to our fear is a deeper understanding of God’s love. That’s the love that can cast out fear. 

Of course, we live in fearful times. We know all about fear. We are afraid of so much: of gun 
violence, of failure, of getting sick, of not having enough. We are afraid of the increasing division we 
know in our country. We are afraid of people who look and act and think differently from us. We are 
afraid of being found out, discovered for who we really are. In so many ways we are experts in fear. 
But God is a greater expert in love and we can love because God first loved us.  

This love is much more than emotion; it is in reality an action. Roger Gench reminds us that 
in the biblical idiom, love “is not so much something you feel, but rather something you do. It is an 
action rather than a feeling – an action on behalf of another’s well-being – sometimes regardless of 
how we feel. And what might that look like? 

“I caught a clear glimpse of it in a Chicago neighborhood featured on the PBS NewsHour on 
December 26, 2016. That year had been the deadliest on the streets of Chicago in more than two 
decades — 500 homicides, 90 in August alone. Yet on a street corner in Englewood, one of the hardest 
hit streets on the city’s South Side, where several men, a woman and a child had been killed in years 
past, something changed. In what was once a war zone, a grill was fired up, people gathered with lawn 
chairs, kids were playing — it looked like a party was going on. 
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“What happened? According to Tamar Manasseh, founder of Mothers Against Senseless 
Killings: ‘We just showed up. That’s all we have to do. Show up, grab a lawn chair and a pair of 
sunglasses, and you can do this. You can change the world with that.’ Ever since Manasseh and others 
began showing up, violence in the neighborhood has plummeted. 

“There is more to showing up, of course, than is apparent at first glance. Showing up also 
means connecting deeply to vulnerable people in a neighborhood where folk would otherwise be 
prisoners in their own homes. But whatever shape it takes, love has a lot to do with showing up.”1 
There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear. 

This is the great gift the church can give to the world right now. At a time when perfect fear 
seems to cast out love, we can show others what love really looks like. All through our history, we in 
the church have disagreed about a multitude of issues, and agreed about one primary issue: “God is 
love… and those who love God must love their brothers and sisters also.”2 

Michael Curry, the Presiding Bishop of the Episcopal Church has written a marvelous book 
called Love is the Way: Holding onto Hope in Troubling Times. He suggests that love doesn’t just belong in 
the public square, it is desperately needed there to break through deadlock and make our diversity of 
perspectives an asset. In this time of division, Bishop Curry says “We need everybody…even more 
simply put, the path to love needs to look like love. For me, that means a revival of relationship, 
building bridges instead of trying to win points.”3 Almost exactly three years ago, Curry was part of a 
prayer vigil in Washington. He was adamant that this gathering was a prayer and not a protest. When 
it was Curry’s turn to speak this is part of what he said: “We are not a partisan group. We are not a 
left-wing group. We are not a right-wing group. We are a Jesus movement…and when we leave this 
place, in silent prayerful vigil, walking together to the White House, let it be known that this is not a 
protest march. This is a procession of Christian people…We are committed to following the way of 
Jesus. And when that lawyer asked Jesus, what is the great law in the law of Moses? Jesus answered, 
reaching back to the Hebrew Scriptures and quoting the teaching of Moses: ‘You shall love the Lord 
your God with all your heart, all your soul, all you mind. This is the first and great commandment.’ 

“But the second is just like it: ‘you shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ Love your neighbor—
that’s why we are here. Love the neighbor you like and love the neighbor you don’t like. Love the 
neighbor you agree with and love the neighbor you disagree with. Love your Democrat neighbor. 
Love your Republican neighbor. Love your Independent neighbor. Love your Black neighbor, your 
White neighbor. Love your Asian neighbor, your Latino neighbor, and your Indigenous neighbor. 
Love your South American neighbor. Love your LGBTQ neighbor, love your Jewish neighbor, love 
your Muslim neighbor. Love, love, love, love your neighbor as yourself. On these two hang all the law 
and the prophets.  

“All the law and the prophets. Everything God has been trying to lay out for us. Everything 
the Bible and sacred texts around the world have been straining to say. As Duke Ellington sang, ‘It 
don’t mean a thing if it ain’t got that swing.’ Or to make it plain, if it’s not about love, it’s not about 
God. And if it is about love, then it is about God.”4 

The answer to our fear is to recognize that God is love. When we claim that love in our own 
lives, then maybe we can begin to let go of our fear of others and recognize that God loves them too. 
That’s a message our world needs to hear. Maybe together we can remind and challenge each other 
that if we want to love God, then we also must love our sisters and brothers—every single one of 

 
1 Roger Gench, Love: The foundational fruit of the Spirit. © The Presbyterian Outlook, April 20, 2021.  
2 1 John 4:16b, 21 
3 Michael Curry, Love is the Way, Avery © 2020 
4 Ibid.  
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them. There is no fear in love but perfect love casts out fear. Dear friends, since God loved us so 
much, we also ought to love one another. Love is the way. 

 
 

Let us pray: O God, teach us to love one another with that passion which comes from your 
overflowing heart, so those around us will recognize us as sisters and brothers bound together by your 
love and not divided by our fear. Show us again how perfect love can cast out fear. In the name of 
Jesus we pray. Amen. 
  


