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Westminster Presbyterian Church Knoxville, TN 
May 17, 2026 
Palm Sunday  
The Rev. Dr. Richard Coble 
Sermon: “Spiritual Gifts, Part 3: Love” 
 

 
1 Corinthians 13 (NRSVue) 

13 If I speak in the tongues of humans and of angels but do not have love, I am a noisy 
gong or a clanging cymbal. 2 And if I have prophetic powers and understand all 
mysteries and all knowledge and if I have all faith so as to remove mountains but do not 
have love, I am nothing. 3 If I give away all my possessions and if I hand over my body so 
that I may boast but do not have love, I gain nothing. 

4 Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant5 or rude. It does 
not insist on its own way; it is not irritable; it keeps no record of wrongs; 6 it does not 
rejoice in wrongdoing but rejoices in the truth. 7 It bears all things, believes all things, 
hopes all things, endures all things. 

8 Love never ends. But as for prophecies, they will come to an end; as for tongues, they 
will cease; as for knowledge, it will come to an end. 9 For we know only in part, and we 
prophesy only in part, 10 but when the complete comes, the partial will come to an 
end. 11 When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a 
child. When I became an adult, I put an end to childish ways. 12 For now we see only a 
reflection, as in a mirror, but then we will see face to face. Now I know only in part; then 
I will know fully, even as I have been fully known. 13 And now faith, hope, and love 
remain, these three, and the greatest of these is love. 

 
There’s this bagel place in Knoxville, that I’m not going to tell you about. 
 
Why?   
Because the last thing this bagel place needs, is Presbyterians. 
 
Already, everyone under 20 in Knoxville knows about this bagel shop. Maybe 
some of them are Presbyterians. I don’t know.  

All I know is, this place can’t hold any more people.  
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I wait 30 minutes in line, every time I want a bagel. 
When I reach the cash register, they look at me like I’m ancient.  
They ask if I want a large print menu.  
It’s worth it, though. 
 
But you’re going to have to trust me.  
Because I’m not telling you the name of it.  
 
Anyway, 3 Saturday mornings ago, I’m on the way, to the best bagel shop in 
Knoxville that you’ve never heard of.  
 
And, did I mention how expensive the bagels are?  
I mean, no more than anything else, nowadays.  
But you don’t go to this bagel shop with my family, without dropping $40. And our 
kids aren’t even teenagers yet.  
I’d never take Bobby there.  
I’d have to take out a loan or something. 
 
On the way, that morning, there’s a giant Weigel’s sign, about a half mile from the 
bagel shop.  
And I look up at it.  
And I just, sigh.  
Cause, it’s the first time I see gas at $4.25/gallon.  
And when that goes up, you know, everything else goes up, right?  
 
So, I’m looking at that sign.  
And it just so happens, that I’m listening to a podcast.  
You know, I love a good podcast.  
 
I’m listening to This American Life.  
An Episode called “Blackout.”1 
 
Because, in Iran right now, all cell and internet service has been cut, by the 
government. So, This American Life is playing voice memos, that Iranian citizens 
have smuggled out, for American listeners to hear.  
 
For example, there’s a voice memo from a woman named Na-Gin (that’s not her 

 
1 Chana Joffe-Walt, “Blackout,” episode 886 of This American Life, produced by WBEZ Chicago, May 1, 2026, 
podcast audio, 1:05:00, https://www.thisamericanlife.org/886/blackout. 
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real name, they changed the names to protect these people.) Nagin talks about the 
first day of the bombing.  
 
She’s a young adult in Tehran. And the first day, she was out. She saw parents 
rushing to the schools, to get their kids out. And Nagin talks about, how frantic the 
parents looked.  
 
But then she says, she saw some high school girls coming out. With, just the 
biggest smiles on their faces. Pulling off their headscarves, in an act of defiance to 
the government, that had repressed the people for so long.  
 
And then, this is the last thing she says, before she hangs up: 
 
They were chanting: ‘yes, now we are finally becoming free.’  
And then a bomb hit somewhere nearby, and the sound was unbelievable.  
 
You ever get those moments:  
You’re just minding your own business.  
Going to, the best bagel shop in Knoxville.  
And then, suddenly, your heart gets caught in your throat.  
Like, the weight of the world – just becomes…so…much?  
 
Here’s where we differ from the Corinthians, when it comes to love: 
 
We’ve seen, over the past few weeks, the Corinthians thought they could get some 
control of their uncontrollable, crazy, perilous lives, by getting in close with God. 
 
They thought, if they:  

• Received the right Baptism. 
• Took the first seat at the Lord’s Table. 
• Spoke in tongues. 

 
The Corinthians thought that, if they could get close to God, with their Spiritual 
Gifts, closer than their neighbor, closer than the folks on the other end of the pew, 
then they were good.  
 
They could somehow control this crazy, crazy world.  
 
They had done that. 
And it had torn their community apart.  
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Why?  
Because they had forgotten how to love, in the midst of it all.  
 
So Paul had to remind them:  
Love is more important.  
 
If I speak in the tongues of humans and of angels… 
If I have prophetic powers and understand all mysteries and all knowledge… 
If I give away all my possessions…so I may boast… 

but do not have love, I am nothing.  
 
Love is more important than any spiritual gift.  
 
Love is patient; love is kind;  
love is not envious or boastful or arrogant. 
It bears all things, believes all things, 
hopes all things,  
endures all things. 
 
I don’t sense, though, that that is an issue for most of us here.  
I mean, maybe, sometimes, when I’m cranky.  
Sure, I’ll scan a couple of YouTube services, from other churches to remind 
myself, I’m my own favorite preacher. 
I mean, who doesn’t do that? 
 
But, I don’t think our problem is a holier than thou, problem.  
 
I think it’s actually, the opposite.  
The Corinthians thought they could master the world, and in the midst of doing 
that, they forgot how to love.  
 
We, on the other hand, feel the world slipping through our fingers. And when we 
feel like we are losing control, we forget to love. We worry we don’t have enough 
capacity to love.  
 
I mean:  
How do you love the world?  
With everything that’s wrong with it! 
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Who even has time for love? 
In the midst of… 
Whatever it is, you got going on, right now?  
 
This is what I hear, over and over again: 
One person says: 
I can’t love this world! 

 I’ve got to change it! 
Another responds: 
Change it? What are you talking about?  
I’m just trying to survive!  
 
How do you love, when things just feel like they’re unraveling, all the time? And 
we’re just trying to catch up. 
 
Love the world? I mean: how do you do that?  
 
Do you all know the names Nadia Bolz-Weber and Sarah Bessy?  
They are two of the most poignant Progressive Christian writers around, nowadays.  
 
I stumbled upon a conversation they were having about this topic. In another 
podcast.2  
I know. I know.  
I’ve got 2 kids; they play sports.  
I’m in my car a lot. I’m sorry. 
 
But I’m not sorry.  
This conversation, you all:  
 
The question was:  
How do you love the world, with all it’s pain, all it’s suffering, all it’s mess, even if 
you can’t change it?  

Aren’t we all asking that question today? 
 
And it’s not a question of passivity.  
If there are two women working to change the world right now, it is these two 
women.  

 
2 Kate Bowler, “How to Love the World Anyway with Nadia Bolz-Weber and Sarah Bessey,” episode of Everything 
Happens with Kate Bowler, featuring Nadia Bolz-Weber and Sarah Bessey, April 21, 2026, podcast audio, 55:00, 
https://katebowler.com/podcasts/how-to-love-the-world-anyway/. 
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But even they ask the question: 
How do you love this world, anyway?  
 
And Sarah Bessy says, that: like her mom before her, and her grandmom before 
that, she’s lately taken up the practice of knitting prayer shawls.  
 
Have you ever heard of prayer shawls?  
 
They are these shawls that, mostly Christian women knit.  
Not disparaging our male knitters here.  
I’m just saying, historically, prayer shawls have been created by Christian women. 
 
And Sarah Bessy is very self-deprecating here. 
She says, all her prayer shawls are completely garish.  
That’s the word she uses for them: “garish.”  
 
Mostly because, they are made from cheap, donated nylon fabric. Material so 
cheap, the threads squeak when you rub them together.  
 
So, this is what you do, with a prayer shawl: 
It’s not like, the person who gets the shawl, is supposed to wear it and pray all the 
time.  
 
No, it’s more, prayer shawls are gifts, usually given to folks who are homebound, 
or having a tough time. And the prayer, actually happens, through the act of 
knitting it together.  
 
Sarah Bessy says, that one day, the news about Israel and Gaza was just so, so, so, 
so, so, so, much. And she felt like she couldn’t do anything.  
 
I mean:  
She was marching.  
She was getting into arguments at church.  
She was writing a book.  
 She wasn’t passive. 
 
But it still didn’t feel like it was changing anything. 
And that made her so sick.  
And so anxious.  
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That she didn’t know what to do with herself.  
 
So, this is what she did: She went to a local knitting store. And she sat with some 
women, who were mostly much older than her. And she started knitting.  
 
And the next day, she came back, and kept on knitting.  
And kept on knitting. 
And kept on knitting.   
 
And she did this, for weeks.  
And by the end, she had this, like 8-foot shawl.  
You could wrap a pew in the thing.  
 
And that was it.  
She didn’t change the world with her prayer shawl.  
But she found, that by sitting there, and praying, and knitting, She could love the 
world.  
She could love the world.  
 
You could call that a gift, right?  
God’s love for the world.  
Touching your heart.  
While you knit in a store and pray for people half a world away. 
 
So, then Nadia Bolz-Weber says, well, actually Sarah, that prayer shawl made 
more of a difference than you’re giving it credit for.  
 
Because Nadia Bolz-Weber, she had just recently had a mastectomy. And she said, 
Sarah gave her a prayer shawl when she was in the hospital.  
 
And you know what that cheap fabric felt like?  
To Nadia Bolz-Weber, in the hospital?  
It felt like love.  
 
So, then Nadia Bolz-Weber tells another story.  
 
She says, before her surgery, she and her partner went on this multi-day hike in the 
UK, from the Irish Sea to the North Sea across England.  
 
And she was also just overwhelmed by the world. 
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And she says: You know: There’s a barrage of negative words and images that 
we’re exposed to online that makes us go, oh, ‘this is the world we live in,’ right? 
 
This mess. This ugliness.  
Sometimes you look at the craziness of the world, and you say:  
Ugh, this – this! - this is the world we live in.  
We all know what she’s talking about, right?  
 
But then she was walking through those woods, in the UK.   
 
And she says, I kept telling myself, ‘No, This is the world.’  
This beauty. This peace.  
This is also the world,  
This the world, too.  
This is the world, too.  
And don’t we have the right to do that? She asks. 
Don’t we then have the right to go: Also, this is the world.  
 
This beauty. This peace. This love.  
 
What Paul is telling us, in the 13th Chapter of his letter to Corinth, is that: you’ve 
got to hold love in your heart.  
For this world.  
For your neighbor.  
For your community.  
For yourself. 
 
Otherwise, you’re going to burn out.  
 
Love is patient.  
Love is kind. 
Love bears all things. Endures all things.  
 
You’ve got to have love.  
Love even for this world.  
 
You want to know why I started this sermon series?  
I got to admit:  
It’s because I was starting to burn out, preaching.  
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Every single week, it was another heartbreak: 
On the news,  
In my life,  
In your life,  
in this town,  
in this state, heartbreaks all around.  
 
And this is what I was doing: I was trying, every single week,  
to address it all.  
To fix it all.  
To confront it all.  
Bravely.  
 
And, it wasn’t working.  
I know: Weird right?  
For some reason, my sermons, didn’t seem to fix the world. 
 
And I was burning out. 
Have you been burning out, too?  
 
I was talking to a pastor friend of mine, who works in another town. He’s been 
preaching for a lot longer than I have. 
 
And he said, ‘you know, Richard, you’ve got the prophetic thing down pretty well.’  
 
And I said,  
‘Pretty well? Pffft! Pretty well? 
I’m great at the prophetic thing!’ 
  
No, I didn’t say that.  
I said, ‘Sure. I think so, too.’  
 
But then he said, something to the effect of: 
Do you remember, Richard, what Paul says in 1 Corinthains, about: 
 
If I have prophetic powers and understand all mysteries and all knowledge and if I 
have all faith so as to remove mountains, but do not have love… 
 
Richard, you’ve been trying to change this world. 
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Have you remembered to love it, too?  
Have you remembered to love?  
 
Westminster, have you remembered to love?  
 
Because here’s the thing about love:  
It remains.  
  
One day,  
As great as your faith may be,  
one day, your faith is going to give out. 
And even more, your hope.  
You can be a paragon of hope: 
And even so, one day, that’s going to give out, too.  
 
And then Paul says:  
Love… will remain.  
 
Because the love of God infuses this world. 
It’s underneath everything. 
It’s the air we breathe.  
It’s the ground that holds up our feet.  
And if you let it, it will wrap itself around your heart. 
Like a prayer shawl.  
And it will keep you going. 
 
Love bears all things,  
believes all things,  
hopes all things,  
endures all things. 
 
Westminster, this is the world. 

Remember God’s love for it.  
Remember your love for it.  
Amen.  
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