Live By the Spirit, Part III:  Agape as Love
Galatians 5: 16-23

February 4, 2007


Back in the early ‘80’s my husband’s parents lived in California, occasionally visiting us in Austin.  During one of those visits they met Jim Mahon, the senior pastor with whom I was working, and they fell in love with Jim, his warmth, his bubbly sense of humor.  A few months later, Ross received a phone call from his father, but almost immediately handed the phone to me.  “Dad has a question,” he said.  His dad had been receiving the First Presbyterian newsletters, and after reading them for several months, he had this question:  “What’s making Jim’s life so turbulent?  That personal letter Jim writes to the congregation in the newsletter, every month he signs it ‘agape.’”


Agape – agape – they are spelled the same way in English, and I suppose that when you grasp the meaning of the Greek word agape, you might find yourself agape, agape in joy but maybe also agape in consternation.  Agape, it’s God’s attitude toward us; it’s unconditional, no strings attached love, certainly a cause for joy.  But it may not seem so great when you realize that agape is the way Christians are supposed to treat others, all others.  How can that be possible?  Somebody makes you mad or treats you rudely or hurts your feelings or does something hurtful to your friend or to your child – how can you possibly feel unconditional love toward that person?
Yet it’s clear in what the Apostle Paul wrote, and it’s clear in everything Jesus himself taught and preached and demonstrated that agape behavior is a must for Christians.  It isn’t a behavior that’s merely suggested, an option to be negotiated.  If we want to be people of the Way, walking the way of Jesus, agape is for us a non-negotiable, a must.  But how can you feel love toward someone who has hurt you or who has hurt someone near and dear to you?  You can’t, but then, remember agape is not a feeling.
We hear the Greek word agape translated into the English word “love,” understandably we assume its attachment to warm, affectionate feelings.  But agape is not a feeling.  It can operate in the absence of warm, affectionate feelings, when what one is feeling is anger or repulsion or hurt or fear.  Agape, you see, is a matter of the mind; it depends not on emotion but on thoughts.  It could be put like this:  agape is thinking yourself into benevolence toward others, then acting in light of that thinking, setting aside any feelings which would cause you to behave in another, less than benevolent way.
In his book, The Road Less Traveled, psychiatrist Scott Peck puts forth his own definition of this kind of love.  And I think it’s a really good definition, compatible with what the Apostle Paul urged and consistent with what Jesus of Nazareth was about.
This kind of love, as defined by Dr. Peck:  “It is the will to extend one’s self for the purpose of nurturing one’s own or another’s spiritual growth.”  Spiritual growth, the aim of agape is spiritual growth, but what exactly is spiritual growth?  Well, as Scott Peck describes it, and as I believe Paul and Jesus also described it, spiritual growth isn’t all about becoming better at religion, better at religious practices and incorporating religious creeds.  Growing deeper into one’s religion may come along with spiritual growth, probably will come along, but spiritual growth is first a happening inside you.  For Christians, it means becoming more Jesus-like, which is to say, more aware of the Holy around you and in you.

But don’t misunderstand; growing spiritually to become more Jesus-like is not to become less your own self.  To the contrary, it is to become more your own real self, more the person you were created to be; it is to be authentically you, like Jesus was authentically Jesus.  And who are you, really?  You are a person created by God and forever attached to God, a person God will never abandon no matter what; you are a person whose life is forever and ever bonded to God’s life, a human person every day breathing the breath of the sacred; there is in you holy breath.  Spiritual growth:  it has to do with growing in awareness of the Holy around you and in you.
And – get this - the more you grow in that awareness, the more all of who you are is effected for the better.  You become a healthier, more whole human being.  It is amazing, for example, the way spiritual growth can foster emotional well-being.  It’s a great thing, to be growing spiritually; it actually feels good.
But to be more Jesus-like is not to be selfish about spiritual growth; Jesus-like people don’t hoard to themselves the shalom health of spirituality.  The life of a Jesus-like person, it’s about wanting others to live in shalom health, too.  It’s about helping other people to see the beauty and the bounty of God’s kingdom, the beauty and bounty of the Shepherd’s pasture; it’s about nurturing people into a greater awareness of their own life in God’s life, nurturing them into a greater awareness of the Holy around them and in them.  So, of course, Jesus-like people refrain from behaviors which might lead others away from that awareness, away from spiritual health.  They live thinking into benevolence; they live agape, setting aside any feelings which might cause them to behave less benevolently, less Jesus-like, in order to nurture the other’s spiritual growth and their own.  See, nurturing someone else’s spiritual growth does nurture your own growth at the same time, though at the time it may not feel like it.

It takes enormous effort to stretch yourself into agape, enormous will power, and it can feel like you are cutting off a part of yourself, giving up those feelings that are part of your own life, losing something of yourself.  But Jesus said something about that, didn’t he, something about losing life yet in the process of losing it actually gaining it?  Scott Peck says it, too, a bit differently.  He says that when you stretch your deep inner self beyond where you think your self is capable of going, when you extend yourself beyond your own limits, you evolve further as a human being, with more life not less.  Stretching yourself into the ways of agape, to nurture someone else to be more aware and appreciative of the Holy around and in them, you take a deeper step into greater awareness and appreciation of the Holy around and in you, and you become a healthier human being, not less but more alive.
In a couple weeks, we’ll pick up this sermon series again, to consider other behaviors the Apostle Paul describes as living by the Spirit.  Till then, remember the behavior which is first, primary and non-negotiable, for the sake of the world.  We are to learn and practice agape with fellow church members, then live this behavior in the world, so that the world may catch a glimpse of the kingdom, a glimpse of life in the Shepherd’s pasture, may see through us the wonderful news that God’s attitude toward human beings is agape.

In a couple of weeks, we’ll go on to consider other behaviors the Apostle Paul commends to Christians.  Till then, may agape grow you to live by the Spirit.
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