
Love: in words and actions Rev. Ross Varney, June 21, 2026

	 On Father’s Day, images and feelings may arise as we hear the 
word “Father.” There are stereotypes of fathers as well, and of men 
in general.  I think the most common stereotype of fathers and men 
has to do with physical strength. Unfortunately, there is always 
potential for a misuse of physical strength. Stories of abusive 
fathers are rampant, and sometimes people justify cruel behavior by 
pointing to a warlike God, a punishing God, which can be found in 
many Bible stories. 

	 There is no question that the Bible times were patriarchal 
times; the men ruled, and women had little say. We remember that 
Paul said to his churches that women should not teach, but learn 
from their husbands at home, with submissiveness. We remember 
the woman at the well, the one with the five husbands, to whom 
Jesus offered “living water.” It is easy to surmise that her situation 
was not about moral failures, but about her lack of economic 
power, her survival by marrying, probably with men who then cast 
her aside. Men were dominant in society, still are, and too easily 
thought that women were secondary, subordinate, and just 
“helpmates” as mentioned in one creation story in Genesis.  

	 Back to men, and stereotypes. We know that men are often 
less emotional; indeed many boys are told that real men don’t cry. 
We also know that this debilitates men, that emotional intelligence 
and nuances can be lacking. For many men, unfortunately, the 
emotion they get in touch with best is anger, and without managing 
anger, it can easily boil over into violence. Again, the vicious  
display of ultimate fighting on the White House lawn is unfortunate 
evidence of hardened hearts and feelings. Many psychologists and 
everyday observers of society have now coined the phrase “toxic 
masculinity” to describe the kind of machismo and rule by force 
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that a great number of our leaders praise, an unfortunate increase in 
“strong men” authoritarian leaders all around the world. 

	 In the bible, there certainly is the view of God as warrior, yet I 
attribute that to a particular culture in particular times. The bible 
includes much of the history of Israel, a small tribe just struggling 
for survival. Yet the Bible is actually a “progression” of views about 
God, about a God who does have changes of mind… a God who 
grows in Grace and Mercy (as in the rainbow over Noah’s ark), 
versus being a punishing God (as in The Flood - to wipe out the 
erring and evil humans). And certainly in Jesus, we get the 
culmination of incarnation of a God of Love, as we see in Jesus “all 
compassion,” a strong emphasis on mercy and  forgiveness. To 
some “strong men” types, empathy, (to feel for others, especially 
their sadness or oppression) has been ridiculed as weakness. Have 
you heard the taunting of legislator James Talarico in Texas? For 
taking Jesus seriously in empathy for the poor, he gets called Low 
Testosterone Talarico. Sheer macho idiocy, an attempt to bully. 

	 We need to remind ourselves that there are two stories of 
Creation. Genesis Chapter 2 tells the part about Eve coming from 
the rib of Adam to be his “helpmate.” But Genesis Chapter 1 tells of 
male and female both created in God’s image; you could say that 
God is beyond gender, or even that God is both genders. Even just 
using pure logic, how could a God, who by definition is “beyond” 
our imagination, be male in any way?! There is some truth to the 
idea that we, and biblical writers, have made God into our image. I 
remember when I was at Seminary, I asked one theology professor 
what he thought about Jesus using the term Father for God, as in 
the Lord’s Prayer that we recite. He did seem to agree (with me!) 
that there was cultural influence, that Jesus was using language of 
his day, his time, in order to reach people.
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	 A God who is love is indeed the principal  essence of God. The 
Psalms are always using the phrase “steadfast love” to describe 
God. The first letter of John clearly states “God is love, and those 
who abide in love abide in God.” The hymn we just sang said it well, 
that our “Father” teaches us the love that sets free, and increases 
such love in our hearts. Jesus, at the last supper says “A new 
commandment I give to you, that you love one another, as I have 
loved you!” He washed the feet of his friends, love as service. 

	 There is no question that love is not only a feeling, but is a 
verb, that it is not just words, but actions. The first letter of John 
says this clearly: “Let us love not just in words or talk, but in deed 
and in truth.” Jesus said that his disciples would be known by their 
fruits, by the way they loved one another. We have many sayings 
about this: We hope that preachers “practice” what they preach. We 
hope that disciples of Christ “walk” the talk. When Jesus said we 
must love our neighbor, he surely did not mean sentimental feelings, 
but treating our neighbors fairly and kindly. He got very specific 
about love in his parable of the sheep and the goats, that those 
bearing fruit of his love would “visit the sick, feed the hungry, set 
free those oppressed.” 

	 I would be remiss if I did not mention a bit about my own 
father, whose ring I now wear, a ring that my Mom says never left 
his finger, the ring that expressed his dedicated love. He would say 
that he did not tell us children often that he loved us, but that he 
showed us he loved with his actions and guidance. My dad was an 
elementary school principal, beloved by both his teachers and 
students. He played the piano at the school assemblies, songs like 
Rudolph and Frosty at Christmas time. And at Halloween, he often 
dressed up as superman… really enjoying some fun with the 
children. He often said that a favorite time of day was talking to the 
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kids as they waited for the bus… he learned all the silly knock 
knock jokes! Yes, he showed people that he loved them, that he 
enjoyed them. He was also a peacemaker, a mediator, respected 
and called upon by the co-pastors of his church. He was a skilled 
carpenter and handyman, did all the finish work on our house, and 
lovingly maintained an old summer cottage. He was a “can-do” guy, 
showing love in action; I remember him working on a bobsled with 
us in the basement…  a little wooden car with four skis, the front-
ski even turned!  He taught me many woodworking skills.

	 Though he had been in the army, a teacher of Morse Code, he 
broke the tough-guy mold, having a warm, compassionate heart. 
My mom often said that at a party he was more comfortable 
chatting with women than watching football with the men. We learn 
from psychologists and spiritual teachers that men have some 
female energy and women have some male energy. My dad was not 
afraid to show compassion, not a sign of weakness as some now 
say, but an expression of love that feels empathy for others. 

	 Let me share with you the song I wrote after he passed on. I 
think it reflected the feelings of my brother and sisters. It’s called 
Why’d You Have to Go?  I highlight his love-in-action, but I also 
was sure to use the words of love, to tell him that we love him back. 
Our world needs more love: both in actions… and in words.

	 Refrain: You were someone who has loved us; we felt your 
strong gentle care. Your heart so warm and so steadfast, we 
love you so…. Why’d you have to go?  1. You were someone we 
could turn to, anytime of day or of night. Always the spirit of “can-
do,” showing us courage for life. Refrain. 2. But you wouldn’t want 
us to stop living, that surely wasn’t your way. You would be saying, 
just keep on goin’ and how is it going today? Refrain.
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