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 This Sunday presents preachers with an abundance of riches.  It’s not one 

of those “what do I preach on” weekends.  It’s a “which do I preach on” weekend.  

Charles Darwin perhaps?  How about Abraham Lincoln?  Each of them 

celebrated his 200th birthday this past week.  Not to mention, Valentine’s Day.  So 

many, many possibilities. 

 I could preach, for instance, on Darwin’s Unitarianism.  His paternal and 

maternal (Wedgewood family) roots were Unitarian.  His mother took him to the 

local Unitarian Church and for a brief time he attended a Unitarian school.  Drop 

by the little Unitarian church in Shrewsbury, England, and you will find a 

memorial plaque boasting him as "a member of and a constant worshipper in this 

church."  Darwin, sad to say, actually was not a Unitarian, but that’s just a minor 

detail.  He was certainly unitarianesque.  It could have been a great sermon, don’t 

you think?  We would have all been mighty proud of ourselves by the end of it. 

 As for Lincoln, I’ve been immersed in a Lincoln study for the past four 

years.  When my cancer returned in incurable form a year ago this month, I had 

just gone to contract on what the whole world was surely waiting for:  another 
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Lincoln book.  Deciding I could productively work on only one deadline at a time, 

I abandoned that project, but a growing fascination with the man, especially the 

untold story of the role he played in changing the United States from a resolutely 

secular to a de facto Christian state, has kept me riveted.   

I’ve just finished the two Lincoln bicentennial biographies, each of which 

came out in the beginning of January.  Ronald C. White takes Lincoln’s religious 

development more seriously than most.  And Michael Burlingame’s magisterial 

two-volume study is a true masterpiece, shimmering with insight and (slated to 

be emended regularly on line) certain to become the standard biographical study 

of America’s most mesmerizing historical figure.  I could easily have written ten 

Lincoln sermons for this morning, but one was going to be difficult, very difficult.   

The sweet, indolent attitude I’ve fallen into during my seeming endless stroll 

toward death easily persuaded me to resist the challenge of packing the essence 

of this magnificent, mysterious man into twenty minutes.  

 I will, however, promise you this.  I’ll talk to David Robb and, God willing, 

set up an evening over the next couple of months when any of you who wish can 

join me for a Lincoln fest.  We’ll spend a couple of hours together exploring 

Lincoln’s developing religious views and the impact they had, however 

inadvertent, on the shaping of church-state relations in this country. 

 All of which brings me back to my default position, Valentine’s Day.  You 

may have noticed, especially those of you with a special eye for the connection, 

that this year Valentine’s Day came hard on the heals of Friday the 13th.  This is 

not as incongruous as it may sound.  Love, it turns out, is more nuanced and 

tortured a subject than Hallmark and the Florist industry will ever know.   
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For instance, two fine new love anthologies have appeared in the 

bookstores, conveniently timed to dovetail with Valentine’s Day.  By my brief 

perusal, some half the poems and stories included treat love more as a curse than 

a blessing.  In one familiar variation, triggered by the irresistible force of 

incandescent attraction, the hapless protagonist succumbs to love’s disease, and 

then, his heart thrown wide open and unprotected, wakes up one morning to find 

it broken into a million pieces.  Two or three such experiences, and we tend, 

prudently some might say, to armor our hearts.  Not just young lovers, but 

husbands and wives as well.  Protected to a faretheewell, our hearts petrify.  

Invulnerable to love’s blessing as well as to its seductive curse, we live safer, less 

tormented, more meaningless lives. 

 These tales are true by the way.  As true as death.  But they only tell a part 

of love’s unending story.  For the same power that destroys with such potent 

force, shadowing our lives, breaking our hearts, also saves.  Speaking with but a 

touch of poetic exaggeration, love, in fact, may be all that saves us in the end.  For 

the one thing that can’t be taken from us, even by death, is the love we give away 

before we go.   Friday the 13th and Valentine’s Day may be intimately and 

naturally connected, but so are love and salvation. 

 Perhaps because I’m dying in such a conspicuous and public manner, 

people ask me ever more frequently what happens after we die.  After gently 

reminding them that I don’t know yet, I do find myself speculating out loud on 

the possible nature of eternity, not a length of time I believe, but depth in time, a 

portal through which we enter paradise.  Until recently, I hadn’t thought all that 

much about judgment day.  I still don’t have the faintest idea what happens to us 
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after we die, but I do now believe in the day, or days, of judgment.  Before we die 

at least, we are certainly judged and we judge ourselves.  When we do, we stand 

before the tribunal of love.  

 Another new book caught my eye this week.  Positing various models for 

eternity, David Eagleman’s Sum: Forty Tales from the Afterlife offers a road map 

to this mysterious terrain.  Judging from the review I read in the Wall Street 

Journal, some of these models are really quite silly.  One, for instance, packs all 

our various experiences together discretely and then reruns our life, with each of 

these experiences glommed together in repetitive blocks.   Lets say “You spend 

two solid weeks flossing and brushing. There follow 15 straight months looking 

for lost keys, two days lying, 51 days deciding what to wear and so on.”   By the 

way, anyone who spends more of her life looking for lost keys than she does lying 

either was born with Alzheimer’s or deserves a free pass to Heaven, no further 

questions asked. 

 One insight in this book caught my eye, however.  According to Eagleman, 

distant events, whether past or future, if perceived on a time-continuum, loom 

tiny in the mind’s eye.  I know what he means.  Even though I know I’m dying, 

my own death, posited out there somewhere in the future, seems very indistinct.  

The space continuum is different.  Revisiting the death of a loved one, my father, 

say, or recapturing some blessed memory of our life together, lifted up and set 

apart from the march of time, can completely fill my mind’s eye.  In his review, 

Andrew Stark writes, “We do not notice, for ourselves, that death is getting closer, 

and yet those whom we have loved, though finally overtaken by death, are closer 

to us than ever before.” 
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 That suggests something of what I mean when I say that I’m agnostic 

about life after death but believe deeply in love after death.  Not only do I believe 

in it, I experience it.  We can arrange the pictures on the walls of our mind in any 

way we choose.  Blessed, as I have been with the opportunity to rearrange those 

pictures more thoughtfully, my memory wall is today almost totally filled with 

images of love, the love of my parents and family, of my wife and children, with 

images of my friends’ love and your love for me as well.  When I enter the halls of 

memory, my mind unclouded by the shadows of what might have been or what 

yet may be, I enter the eternal now.  Each image in this space is lit by love.  The 

pictures that adorn my mind illuminate my life.  Past and future disappear.  I 

enter an eternal present through the gates of love and for one sweet shining, 

everlasting moment, truly sense that I am saved. 

  This same lesson is the message in the bottle of my new and final book, 

Love and Death.  As I have had the leisure to reflect upon it further, it grows in 

both clarity and power.  Yet I also know how deeply love can hurt and how 

sensible it seems sometimes to rip its recurring promise from the tapestries of 

our lives.  I know how tempting it can be to protect our hearts from the pain of 

being broken, not only the pain of betrayal but also the abiding pain of loss.  

What I have said in every memorial service I have ever conducted is true:  “The 

more we love the more we risk to lose and therefore stand to fear.”   

Grief, you see, is love’s measure.  The courage to die is nothing when 

compared to the courage of those who live on after us, their hearts broken by 

their loss.  Yet it is precisely at these moments when we are invited to stand 

before love’s tribunal to be judged.  Are you guilty of love or not guilty?  That is 
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life’s ultimate question.  I’m speaking not of obsessions that destroy or 

compulsions that betray but of real love, honest love, though it, too, may break 

our hearts.  Again and again over the course of a lifetime we are brought before 

the Tribunal of Love, where the innocent are damned and the guilty are saved. 

 In its Latin root, salvation means health, in the same sense that the 

Teutonic words hale, whole, and holy are cognates.  Sin, in contrast, speaks of 

disease: of division, brokenness and estrangement.  This is the human condition.  

Much of our lives are lived, to one extent or another, in a state of sin.  Haunted by 

our conscience, which is one instrument of judgment at love’s tribunal, we are 

often at odds with our better selves.   

We also live divided from our neighbors, from our enemies, even from our 

loved ones, those nearest and most dear.  In fact, who knows better how to hurt 

our loved ones than we do.  Over time, we may grow so expert at this that no one, 

their worst enemy included, could administer an equal shot of pain.   

And, finally, we live estranged from God, from the ground of our being.  

Taking life for granted rather than receiving it as a gift, sometimes even actively 

begrudging it, we ask of life the most impertinent question of all:  “What did I do 

to deserve this?”   

 As categorized by the ancient Greeks, there are three types of love: eros; 

philia; and agape.  Eros, the form of love most easily twisted, is romantic in 

nature.  We may fall in love and keep on falling until we hit the rocks; or we may 

fall in love to be caught and cradled in another’s arms. Here is eros’s secret:  Only 

the love we give away can save us, not the love we grab and squeeze so tightly 

against our breast that we crush it.  Only when it focuses our hearts not on our 
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own needs and desires, but on the needs and desires of our loved one can eros 

save.   

Do you remember that line in Erich Segal’s “Love Story:” “Love is never 

having to say you’re sorry?”  How completely stupid is that!  In truth, love, as eros 

anyway, is having to say you’re sorry over and over again.  Eros may be a puckish 

prankster who shoots us with his arrows to arrest our passions, but mature 

romantic love does not puncture, it heals the human heart.   

 Philia, the second type of love, is friendship: brotherly and sisterly love.  

Friendship is the archetype for human affection.  If eros must forgive to survive, 

philia, in its purest form, takes forgiveness for granted.  

Emotionally less complicated and demanding than eros, philia unites us in 

the saving bonds of community.  We are a part of, not apart from, our neighbors, 

whom we love as ourselves.  That is to say, if eros is “Love Me Tender,” philia is 

“Stand by Me.”   Philia is not reserved for our friends alone.  It spills over into our 

families as well.  For example, though eros plays its initiating role, ultimately it is 

philia not eros that forms the foundation for a good marriage.   

The third type of love, agape, is God’s love.  It gives freely and 

continuously, demanding nothing in return save that we open our hearts and 

minds to its grace.  In human experience, agape is kindness.  Without need or 

expectation of any quid pro quo, we simply give love away.  More universal than 

philia and exponentially more inclusive than eros, agape can be as simple as a 

large tip or as sweet as a gentle word to someone we will likely never see again.  

Agape doesn’t leave its heart in San Francisco; it takes its heart with it wherever it 
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goes, lightening the world’s burdens one tiny grace note at a time.  As 

administered by the human heart, God’s love is life’s most unselfish gift. 

 If there are three types of love, there are also three contexts in which love 

does its healing work.  To explore each of these, this morning I offer you this 

invitation.  I invite you to stand before Love’s Tribunal.  Here you must answer 

three simple questions.  Do you love yourself?  Do you love your neighbor as 

yourself?  And, do you love God, or whatever you may choose to call that which is 

greater than all and yet present in each, the life force, the ground of our shared 

being?  

 First, have you made peace with yourself?  Is your conscience clear?  The 

theological word atonement means at-one-ment.  Are you divided or at one?  

Have you reached the peace of acceptance?  In short, do you love yourself? 

Second, are you at peace with your neighbor?  Are you reconciled with 

your loved ones, even with your enemies, as mysteriously born as were you, the 

mortar of mortality binding us fast to one another.  In every way we are more 

alike than we differ, yet it is the differences, so slight when viewed in the light of 

eternity, that estrange us from our blood brothers and sisters, from our honest to 

God, hope to die, kin.  Have your achieved the peace of forgiveness?  In short, do 

you love your neighbor as yourself? 

Third, and finally, have you made your peace with God, with the mystery 

of creation, the ground of your being, with life itself?  Do you open your heart 

daily and with deep gratitude for the gift of life, undeserved, mysterious, 

abundant, challenging, difficult and blessed?  Have you attained the peace of 

consecration.  In short, do you love your God? 
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Such moments of full health, wholeness and holiness are rare, very rare 

indeed.  Yet, if but once over the course of a lifetime, you find yourself presented 

at love’s tribunal and can answer “Yes” to each of these questions, your life is 

redeemed, suffused with meaning and charged with purpose.  In the eternal 

depth of time, you enter through love’s portals into heaven on earth.  You are 

whole and hale, healed and one with everything that is holy.  One with God, 

neighbor and self, you are saved.  And, then, as you return from Love’s Tribunal 

to gaze out on your death, that tiny spot looming out there somewhere in your 

future, you will put aside all fear.  Having made peace with life, you will make 

peace with death.  You will know you have lived in such a way that your life has 

proved worth dying for.  

 

Amen.  I love you.  Happy Valentine’s Day.  And may God bless us all.  


