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1	John	4:7-21	
	
4:7	Beloved,	let	us	love	one	another,	because	love	is	from	God;	everyone	who	loves	
is	born	of	God	and	knows	God.	
	
4:8	Whoever	does	not	love	does	not	know	God,	for	God	is	love.	
	
4:9	God's	love	was	revealed	among	us	in	this	way:	God	sent	his	only	Son	into	the	
world	so	that	we	might	live	through	him.	
	
4:10	In	this	is	love,	not	that	we	loved	God	but	that	he	loved	us	and	sent	his	Son	to	be	
the	atoning	sacrifice	for	our	sins.	
	
4:11	Beloved,	since	God	loved	us	so	much,	we	also	ought	to	love	one	another.	
	
4:12	No	one	has	ever	seen	God;	if	we	love	one	another,	God	lives	in	us,	and	his	love	
is	perfected	in	us.	
	
4:13	By	this	we	know	that	we	abide	in	him	and	he	in	us,	because	he	has	given	us	of	
his	Spirit.	
	
4:14	And	we	have	seen	and	do	testify	that	the	Father	has	sent	his	Son	as	the	Savior	
of	the	world.	
	
4:15	God	abides	in	those	who	confess	that	Jesus	is	the	Son	of	God,	and	they	abide	in	
God.	
	
4:16	So	we	have	known	and	believe	the	love	that	God	has	for	us.	God	is	love,	and	
those	who	abide	in	love	abide	in	God,	and	God	abides	in	them.	
	
4:17	Love	has	been	perfected	among	us	in	this:	that	we	may	have	boldness	on	the	
day	of	judgment,	because	as	he	is,	so	are	we	in	this	world.	
	
4:18	There	is	no	fear	in	love,	but	perfect	love	casts	out	fear;	for	fear	has	to	do	with	
punishment,	and	whoever	fears	has	not	reached	perfection	in	love.	
	
4:19	We	love	because	he	first	loved	us.	
	
4:20	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	
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whom	they	have	not	seen.	
	
4:21	The	commandment	we	have	from	him	is	this:	those	who	love	God	must	love	
their	brothers	and	sisters	also.	
	
The	Word	of	the	Lord	
Thanks	be	to	God	
	
	
“It’s	the	best	movie	I	have	ever	seen,”	he	said	with	gusto.	
	
When	a	college	English	Professor	says	something	so	superlative,	chances	are	you	are	
going	to	listen.			
	
I	was	home	visiting	my	parents.	That	English	Professor	was	a	good	friend	and	
colleague	of	my	parents.		So,	of	course,	we	all	thought	we	needed	to	get	to	this	movie	
immediately!			
	
So	we	went	that	night—ready	for	a	gripping	story,	for	the	best	movie	we	had	ever	
seen!			
	
I	take	full	responsibility	for	not	doing	any	other	research	on	what	I	was	getting	
myself	into.	This	was	before	cell	phones	and	the	Internet—before	YouTube	or	
Facebook.		My	access	to	information	was	limited	beyond	what	my	children	can	
imagine.			
	
But,	I	could	have	done	something,	asked	a	few	questions,	looked	in	the	newspaper	at	
a	review.	Alas,	I	took	a	terrible	short	cut	and	just	went	on	that	English	Professor’s	
word.		I	had	no	idea	I	was	going	to	spend	the	next	two	hours	in	the	horrible	depths	
of	cannibalism	and	psycho	serial	killers.		
	
“Silence	of	the	Lambs”	haunted	me	for	weeks.	I	was	22	years	old,	and	I	slept	with	my	
parents	two	nights	in	a	row.	When	I	went	back	to	my	apartment	in	Nashville,	where	
I	lived	alone,	I	could	barely	sleep.		The	parking	lot	outside	my	apartment	was	the	
perfect	spot	for	a	van	without	windows	just	like	the	horrible	serial	killer’s	in	the	
movie.			
	
And	don’t	get	me	started	on	Hannibal	Lecter—the	only	movie	character	as	creepy	as	
him	is	the	villain	played	by	Javier	Bardem	in	“No	Country	for	Old	Men”	who	lets	
innocent	people’s	lives	depend	on	the	flip	of	a	coin.		Another	series	of	sleepless	
nights	followed	me	seeing	that	movie.		
	
Both	of	these	movies	terrified	me	because	of	their	vivid	depiction	of	human	beings	
without	a	conscience—driven	by	some	twisted	appetite	for	the	suffering	and	
annihilation	of	others	that	could	not	be	stopped.		
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I	was	up	nights	because	both	movies	ended	with	these	morally	vacated	human	
beings	loose	in	the	world—still	on	the	hunt.			
	
How	can	we	not	fear	such	things—human	beings	without	a	conscience,	without	a	
moral	compass,	out	there,	acting	out	their	obsession	with	violence?	
	
	
	4:18	“There	is	no	fear	in	love,	but	perfect	love	casts	out	fear;	for	fear	has	to	do	with	
punishment,	and	whoever	fears	has	not	reached	perfection	in	love.”	
	
	
Hunter	S.	Thompson	traded	on	fear	in	his	writing—he	did	it	with	his	own	unique,	
bizarre,	and	twisted	wisdom.	The	original	Gonzo	journalist	and	author	of	Fear	and	
Loathing	in	Las	Vegas:	A	Savage	Journey	to	the	Heart	of	the	American	Dream,	got	his	
big	break	in	the	1960s	when	he	embedded	himself	with	the	Hell’s	Angels	motorcycle	
gang.			
	
It’s	an	eerie	thing	to	read	our	current	political	climate	through	Thompson’s	drug	
induced	clarity	about	America	in	the	60s	and	70s.		He	was	able	to	tap	into	the	raw	
alienation	of	Hell’s	Angels	in	Oakland,	CA,	where	Berkeley	intellectuals	“sipped	on	
cocktails”	and	claimed	to	understand	the	“downtrodden.”1	Hell’s	Angels	built	their	
identity	from	a	place	liberated	of	the	illusion	of	the	American	dream.			
	
Thompson	intuited	that	their	offense	to	American	society	was	“not	from	their	
hedonism,”	but	from	their	ethic	of	“total	retaliation.”2		Thompson	felt,	as	power	
became	more	and	more	“impersonal”	in	the	United	States,	that	the	ethic	of	total	
retaliation	had	a	good	chance	of	catching	on	over	the	long	haul.3		He	was	pretty	sure	
those	Berkeley	types	were	clueless	and	that	they,	“…	were	not	going	to	realize	how	
presumptuous	they	had	been	until	the	downtrodden	broke	into	one	of	those	cocktail	
parties	and	embarked	on	a	campaign	of	rape,	pillage,	and	slaughter…	Thompson	
wrote…	that	the	kind	of	politics	[born	from	total	retaliation]	is	‘nearly	impossible	to	
deal	with’	using	reason	or	empathy	or	awareness-raising	or	any	of	the	other	favorite	
tools	of	the	left.”4	
	
Historian	Susan	McQueen	likens	this	“total	retaliation”	to	a	child	who	learns	over	
and	over	again	that	a	game	is	really	not	fair,	but	rigged,	and	that	he	will	never	win	at	
that	game.		The	child	doesn’t	just	give	up	on	the	game,	the	child	burns	down	the	field	
where	it	is	played,	scaring	the	winners	with	his	brazen	willingness	to	thumb	his	
nose	at	the	thing	that	gives	them	meaning	and	letting	them	know	that	he	doesn’t	
mind	destroying	things	or	even	them	in	the	process.5		
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Thompson	believed	that	every	human	being	has	some	glimmer	of	a	desire	to	“burn	
it	all	down.”6	His	genius	was	in	the	way	he	so	convincingly	described	the	absurd	
reality	of	the	folly	of	good	will	and	trust.		
	
After	all,	the	American	Dream	was	never	real.		
	
Fast	forward	to	today,	to	crude	tweets	parading	as	presidential	policy	and	base	race	
baiting	functioning	as	policy	right	under	our	very	noses,	and	you’ve	got	a	clear	
picture	of	how	Thompson’s	ethnography	of	Hell’s	Angels	predicted	this	America	we	
see	today—a	harsh	place,	unapologetically	vacating	itself	of	even	feigned	aspirations	
of	equity	and	well	being	for	all	people.		
	
A	bombastic	champion	for	“total	retaliation”	speaks	into	the	fears	of	those	who	feel	
left	behind	and	under	threat	by	the	growing	diversity	of	our	country,	and	that	
retaliatory	spirit,	at	the	same	time,	has	a	strange	resonance	with	those	of	us	who	see	
the	sickness	of	racism	in	our	systems	and	the	need	to	make	radical	shifts	to	the	ways	
our	institutions	are	structured.			
	
It	is	as	if	white	supremacy	and	patriarchy	are	masquerading	as	revolutionaries,	
when	really	they	are	just	fooling	us	into	destroying	ourselves.		
	
It’s	all	twisted	up—and	fear	is	feeding	the	monster—the	things	we	feared	and	the	
things	we	had	hoped	we	didn’t	have	to	fear	anymore	are	every	day	realities.			
	
It	is	a	violent	retaliation—so	complicated,	so	easily	misread	and	misunderstood.		
	
Are	we	too	afraid	to	look	closely	enough	to	see	what	we	need	to	see?			
	
The	American	experiment	is	combusting	from	its	hypocrisy.			
	
It	is	combusting	not	just	from	hypocrisy,	but	from	fear—fear	tangled	up	with	
loathing,	the	kind	of	loathing	that	Thompson	made	a	cottage	industry	out	of—
loathing	the	know-it-alls	and	the	know-nothings,	loathing	the	law-makers	and	the	
law-breakers,	loathing	the	ties	that	bind	us	together	and	the	brokenness	that	
separates	us,	loathing	the	people	who	hit	it	big	and	the	people	who	are	barely	
getting	by.	
	
So	much	loathing,	so	much	despair.		
	
That’s	the	kind	of	fear	that	can	break	a	human	being.		
	
That’s	the	kind	of	fear	that	can	disintegrate	a	human	society.				
	
How	do	we	navigate	these	cruel	truths,	the	harsh	moral	numbness,	the	ease	with	
which	inhumanity	becomes	policy	while	moral	high	ground	flares	up	and	flames	out	
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with	dizzying	regularity,	and	righteous	indignation	from	many	with	formal	power	
seems	to	have	the	half	life	of	a	30	second	sound	bite?	
	
For	Hunter	S.	Thompson,	navigating	it	all	meant	always	having	a	way	to	exit	stage	
left.	He	famously	said,	“I	would	feel	real	trapped	in	this	life	if	I	didn’t	know	I	could	
commit	suicide	at	any	time.”7		He	loved	firearms—and	they	provided	him	with	the	
comfort	that	he	had	the	power	to	put	an	end	to	it	all,	to	burn	it	all	down.	And	he	did	
in	2005—when	he	ended	his	own	life	on	his	farm	in	Colorado.		
	
Violence	has	in	its	favor	its	finality,	its	power	to	silence	the	difficult	questions,	its	
capacity	to	reproduce	itself,	its	ability	to	enforce	its	own	success.			
	
Violence	keeps	fear	in	business.			
	
And	violence’s	ultimate	victory	is	when	humanity	tells	itself	that	the	universe	was	
put	into	motion	by	a	violent	God—a	punishing,	dominating,	cruel	God—who	visits	
suffering	on	the	innocent	and	allows	the	wicked	to	prosper.	Violence	and	fear	bank	
on	this	angry,	vengeful	God,	this	enforcing	and	forceful	God,	being	too	tempting	for	
humanity	to	resist.		
	
In	the	end,	it	is	a	violent	God	who	authorizes	a	violent	human	race	to	continue	our	
relentless	quest	to	be	divinely	justified	for	the	moral	failures	of	our	species.		
	
Fear	has	us	right	where	it	wants	us.		
	
	
4:18	“There	is	no	fear	in	love,	but	perfect	love	casts	out	fear;	for	fear	has	to	do	with	
punishment,	and	whoever	fears	has	not	reached	perfection	in	love.”	
	
	
It	is	only	when	we	look	straight	on	at	fear	that	we	can	hear	the	power	of	the	Gospel.		
In	a	world	that	idolizes	might	and	systematizes	violence,	Jesus	comes	on	the	scene	
with	a	ridiculous	promise:	God	is	love	and	those	who	abide	in	me	abide	in	God	and	
God	abides	in	you.		
	
Jesus	looks	at	us	and	instead	of	saying,	“man	you	all	are	a	screwed	up	bunch,”	he	
says,	I	love	you	with	all	the	power	of	the	universe	at	my	disposal.	I	love	you	so	much	
that	I	want	to	show	you	how	to	be	free	of	the	violence	that	oppresses	you.	I	love	you	
so	much	that	I	will	carry	the	burden	of	your	murderous	injustices	on	my	back,	in	my	
hands,	even	in	my	heart.		
	
The	violence	that	killed	Jesus	was	morally	vacant—devoid	of	compassion,	
impossible	to	reason	with,	repulsive	to	look	at	and	see	ourselves	looking	back.			
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That	violent	story	is	the	story	of	our	salvation.	It’s	not	often	that	we	own	up	to	
that—it’s	not	often	that	we	admit	to	ourselves	how	poorly	we	have	honored	the	gift	
God	gives	us,	the	gift	of	a	way	out	of	our	violent	ways.				
	
The	love	we	are	given	is	more	than	a	way	to	placate,	different	than	a	Band-Aid,	the	
opposite	of	enabling	the	status	quo	with	conciliation	and	patience.			
	
Christ’s	love	is	the	power	to	transform	a	wounded	and	weary	world—from	a	harsh	
and	unforgiving	place	into	beloved	community.		
	
	
I	don’t	want	to	live	a	life	of	fear.	I’ve	lived	like	that	before,	not	because	of	those	
movies	I	saw,	but	because	of	real	life—the	real	lived	experience	of	someone	wanting	
to	do	violence	to	me,	someone	who	couldn’t	be	reasoned	with,	someone	who	was	
predatory	and	persistent—that	feeling	of	being	under	surveillance	and	hunted	
defined	by	teenage	years	and	my	young	adulthood.	So	seeing	those	movies	was	a	
bad	idea—I	didn’t	need	more	reasons	to	feel	vulnerable.	I	didn’t	need	more	reasons	
to	feel	afraid.		
	
But,	perhaps	God	has	coaxed	a	redemptive	purpose	even	from	those	harsh	stories.		
	
Both	movies	end	with	the	reasons	to	fear	still	at	large,	loose	in	the	world.	And	Jody	
Foster’s	character	in	“Silence	of	the	Lambs”	and	Tommy	Lee	Jones’	character	in	“No	
Country	for	Old	Men”	both	have	to	make	a	decision	to	live	with	their	fear,	their	
unresolved	fear,	their	blood	chilling	vulnerability	in	a	world	with	so	much	to	fear.			
	
Jody	Foster’s	character	still	hears	the	screams	of	the	lambs	going	to	slaughter—
screams	she	heard	after	her	father’s	death	when	she	was	a	child.	She	had	realized	as	
a	child	she	couldn’t	save	all	the	lambs,	so	she	tried	to	save	one,	but	it	became	too	
heavy	and	she	wasn’t	able	to	carry	him.		
	
Tommy	Lee	Jones’	character	had	a	dream	of	his	deceased	father	coming	to	him	in	a	
shadowy,	fearful	place.	His	dad	was	going	ahead	of	him—in	the	dream	he	knows	he	
needs	to	go	where	his	father	is	going—and	they	will	build	a	fire	together	in	that	
cold,	dark	place.		
	
Perhaps	both	found	a	way	through	their	fear	to	the	courage	to	love	in	full	view	of	the	
shadows	of	human	suffering	and	frailty.	Foster’s	character	found	the	will	to	be	
compassionate,	to	suffer	with	the	most	vulnerable.	And	Jones’	character	found	the	
will	to	connect	to	another	human	being,	to	trust	love	to	still	be	alive	in	the	coldest,	
most	shadowy	places.		
	
	
4:18	“There	is	no	fear	in	love,	but	perfect	love	casts	out	fear;	for	fear	has	to	do	with	
punishment,	and	whoever	fears	has	not	reached	perfection	in	love.”	
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4:21	The	commandment	we	have	from	God	is	this:	those	who	love	God	must	love	
their	brothers	and	sisters	also.	
	
Our	faith	calls	us	to	perfect	our	love—to	build	our	communities	and	our	
relationships	on	the	firm	conviction	that	God	with	us	means	love	abides	between	
us—all	of	us.	Love	abides	in	a	broken	and	fearful	world.			
	
John’s	epistle	is	a	plea	to	actually	feel	the	pain	of	rejection	and	injustice,	to	feel	the	
sting	of	unfiltered	cold-heartedness	and	meanness,	and	to	trust	love	from	there,	
because	love	is	more	than	a	way	to	quiet	a	crying	child,	love	is	God’s	power	to	heal	
our	deepest	pain.			
	
Love	is	God’s	way	of	being	right	here,	with	us,	among	us,	within	us	and	between	us,	
empowering	us	to	honor	one	another	with	the	truth	of	who	we	really	are—God’s	
beloved	children,	loose	in	the	world.		
	
Thanks	be	to	God.		
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