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SERMON February 12, 2017  Embodied Loving 
By Melissa Spindler-Virgin  
 
With Valentine’s Day just two days away, and our middle school youth just 
beginning the wonderful Our Whole Lives sexuality education program… I found 
myself wondering about the intersection of LOVE and our bodies.  
 
Over the past decade, IÕve gotten to spend a lot of time with high school aged 
youth. And especially in youth groups, where you see young people who have 
known each other for years outside of classroomsÉ IÕve gotten to watch some 
really beautiful relationships. What I see in these youth groups Ð in all of them, 
including the one here at Fern Street Ð is that there is a physicality that changes 
during the high school years. Generally, as our young people enter high school, 
they continue to have a magnificent way of using their bodies to be with their 
friends. TheyÕll smoosh in close to each other, wrap huge hugs around each other, 
sit on each other. The love they feel for their friends is expressed in wrestling and 
poking and chest bumps. As these children progress through high school and 
adolescence, they begin to learn that their bodies are not Òup-to-parÓ with beauty 
standards… they begin to keep their hands to themselves, even among their best 
friends. 
 
This morning I told our children the story of adopting my dog Oscar, and trying to 
learn a new little stranger’s way of expressing love and of feeling love. There is a 
popular theory in social science known as the 5 Love Languages. I use this in the 
premarital counseling work I do. The basic concept is that there are 5 different 
ways that humans express and receive love in our relationships with each other. 
Each one of us has one or two ways we prefer to express love and one or two ways 
we most understand love we are receiving. The 5 Love Languages are: 
1. Receiving Gifts,  
2. Words of Affirmation,  
3. Quality Time Together,  
4. Acts of Service, and  
5. Physical Touch.  
 
Now, the florists and jewelry stores and Godiva would have you believe that it is in 
the giving and receiving of gifts that we all feel loved and express love. AndÉ 
certainly, there are some breath-taking and thoughtful gifts that tell you: this person 
hears me and knows me and values me Ð and wants me to feel special. Can you 
think of something you could give to someone that would let them know how 
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awesome you think they are? Have you ever received a gift that made your heart 
soar? 
 
The 2nd love language is Words of AffirmationÉ complimentsÉ a love letterÉ 
telling someone just how super cool you think they areÉ speaking out loud our 
prayers for healingÉ stating our thanks for anotherÕs talents and offerings. 
 
Number 3: Quality Time Together. I happen to know that many of you are 
outdoorsy folksÉ You know you are loved when a friend asks if you want to go 
for a walk in the woods. My pup Oscar is most contented when I put down the 
laptop and let him curl up on my lap and stare into my eyes. To sit and knit with a 
friendÉ to come to church with someone you think of as familyÉ to call and chat 
about nothing Ð just to hear a personÕs voice. 
 
The 4th love language is Acts of Service. The Board members can tell you the love 
they feel when Jeff Tyler cooks them a cassouletÉ Many of you support the 
Caring Team, showing love by providing a meal for someone after an illnessÉ 
How would it feel to find someone had shoveled your driveway? Or done the 
dishes? Do you, like me, hope for magical love faeries to come scrub your 
bathroom at night? 
 
The last language is where I want to spend some time with you today Ð Physical 
Touch.  
 
SexÉ. Sure. But so much more than that. Skin to skin contact. The instinct of a 
small child when they fall and hurt themselvesÉ before the tears can even begin to 
brim in their eyes, they turn to see a loved one and stretch out their arms Ð pick me 
up, hold me, comfort me, surround me in your love. I think most of you know that 
if you come into this church on most Sunday mornings… you can find John 
Wheeler and get a hug that will make your body know you are cherished.  
 
5 Love languages that we use with the people in our lives. We each have a network 
of people and animals and rituals we rely on to give us little bits and pieces of 
these languages. We give and receive gifts from all sorts of people, get words of 
affirmation on our Facebook pages from people we havenÕt had quality time with 
in decades. Being LOVED, really loved, requires a whole community of people 
speaking all five languages.  
 
It also requires of us that we ask for what we need, that we say what we like, what 
feels good, what doesnÕt. That we risk rejection and speak our truths. I need to talk 
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Ð can you call me? I need to take a walk Ð will you join me? I need you to get the 
dry cleaning for me so I can have one less thing on my list right now. I need you to 
touch me like this. I need you to tell me what you love about me. I need you to be 
in community with me in this space and time, so that I can be seen and feel loved.  
 
There is an extreme vulnerability in expressing to another person what one needs 
or wants. There are walls building up around our teenagers, fully fortressed around 
us as adults, that we must strive to break down. In a society that praises self-
sufficiency, it takes incredible strength to reach out to another in that way. Where 
does one even begin in such a task?  
 
We begin with the embodied person we know best. 
 
 
Let me read you this short poem by Nayyirah Waheed: 
and I said to my body, softly, ÒI want to be your friend.”  
It took a long breath and replied  
ÒI have been waiting my whole life for this.Ó 
 
 
Last March, I had been having a difficult few weeks. I had a professor who was 
pushing all of my buttons, and the months of commuting from Springfield to 
Boston were taking a toll on me. I had just tanked a job interview days after I was 
rear-ended (totaling a car we had just purchased months before). You know these 
kind of moments in life, right? As I finished unloading the groceries I’d stopped for 
on my drive home, my husband É gentlyÉ silentlyÉ put my coat on my 
shoulders, led me out to the car, and drove to a restaurant. After 6 years he has 
learned that he basically married the plant in Little Shop of Horrors! 
 
We had never been to this restaurantÉ and I was cranky. The kind of cranky that 
makes it hard to read the menuÉ the kind of cranky that led me to order the crab-
stuffed mushrooms caps. Now let me tell you that I donÕt like crab Ð at all. And I 
donÕt really like mushrooms. But they promised to be covered in cheese, which is 
really how I like everything in life, so I ordered them anyway Ð because I was just 
that cranky. I sipped my wine and tried in vain to let go of the last few days. 
 
The mushrooms came sizzlingÉ the smell hit my nose and my mouth began to 
water. I cut a mushroom in half and put it in my mouth Ð and thenÉin an instantÉ 
everything changed. The mushroom in my mouth was that exact temperature of hot 
that is just short of burning your mouth, but so hot that you have to focus all your 
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attention on balancing it around against you teeth. The hot butter and wine sauce 
filled every inch of my mouth and everything else around me melted away. Slowly, 
I chewed on the magnificent morsel. My jaw muscles released their clenchÉ my 
shoulders began to slackenÉ my posture softenedÉ my breathing slowed. 
Deepened.  
 
Those mushrooms were breath-taking. They brought me into my body so 
viscerallyÉ it was magic.  
 
And so I read again the words of Nayyirah Waheed: 
and I said to my body, softly, ÒI want to be your friend.Ó  
It took a long breath and replied  
ÒI have been waiting my whole life for this.Ó 
 
 
As we approach this Valentine’s Day, let us consider our own embodied selves, and 
how we might express love to this friend. This is no small task when we are taught 
to constantly scrutinize all the ways our bodies “fall short”. This flesh with its 
curves and spots and aches… these bodies are the instruments we have been given 
to live this day.  
 
We cannot neglect these bodies of ours… we are called to show love to these 
bodies every day. We are called by our young people, as their bodies change and 
hormones rage and they begin to hear the messages from beauty magazines, the 
concept of the body as bargaining chip or commodity Ð we are called to express 
love for these bodies of ours, to be thoughtful about how we express love with our 
physical touch, and how we experience love through our skin. 
 
Now, as our children heard this morning, I’ve learned a lot about expressing love 
from my dog OscarÉ and while I know that not everyone is a dog personÉ I do 
tend to think that some things, the really important things in life, are Universal.  
 
So… I want to invite each of you to take a leap with me right now… Has anyone, 
in the past week, received a really loving ear massage? Raise your hand. Anyone? 
Okay… well that changes right now. Our ears have been allowing us to hear the 
incredible musical offerings of the past hour, our ears do some incredible work for 
us all day long, every day. If ear doesnÕt work for you Ð a kneecap will do. Or your 
non-dominant hand. Pick a body part you feel okay touching. So… Take a finger 
and rub in small circles, the side of your head along the outside of your ear Ð where 
the arm of glasses rest? Push up your glasses if you’re wearing them and just rub 
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little circles around the outside of your ear, from the top around slowly down to the 
bottom. Now place your index finger and thumb on the lobe of your ear and gently 
just rub it between your fingers. Pull softly down and out on your lobe, stretching 
your ear just a little. You can pull like that all the way up the outer edge of your 
ear. And if your ear is really enjoying this love you’re showing it… you can even 
stick your finger in your ear just a bit. Trace the cartilage. Be gentle. Move slowly 
and softly Ð especially if you’ve got finger nails. Notice what feels especially good. 
If youÕre anything like Oscar, what you really want is for someone else to rub both 
your ears at the same time Ð but I’ll leave that for another day (or at least until you 
get to the privacy of your car in the parking lot!) 
 
This Valentine’s Day, let us answer the call to be a lover to our own bodies. Let us 
practice all five love languages.  
{1:Gifts} Take the time to put on an outfit that is super comfortable, or that makes 
you feel your best. Grab some scented lotion and slowly massage into each of your 
hands!  
 
{2:Words} Put a note on your mirror that reads: You are BEAUTIFUL! Write your 
name in glitter and list 3 things that are great about you! 
 
{3:Time} Mark off a few hours on your calendar, turn off your phone and take 
yourself on a date. Find a furry friend who will trade unconditional adoration for 
your petting, or share a meal with a friend  
 
{4:Service} Make yourself a playlist of all music that gets you wanting to dance! 
Cook yourself something decadent or wonderfully health (or both!) 
 
{5:Touch} Take off your glasses, and slowly, softly massage your ears every once 
in a while! Give yourself a pedicure, or light some candles and incense and draw 
yourself a bath. 
 
This body of yours has brought you through every day before today, and has 
brought you here to this moment, to this place where you are cherished. If we are 
ever to take the risk and ask another person for the love we need, we must start 
with ourselves. We must befriend our bodies, love them as best we can this 
ValentineÕs Day and every day.  
 
May it be so. 
 
 


