The Gospel According to the Beatles: A Need for Love

John 15:12-17


In the film Michael, John Travolta plays an unconventional archangel who’s discovered staying at a motel in Iowa. After a bit of convincing, he agrees to accompany three tabloid journalists back to their home base of Chicago.


While on this road trip, Michael turns to one of his traveling companions and offers this advice: “Remember what John and Paul said.” 

The companion asks, “Who? The apostles?” 

Michael replies, “No, the Beatles. All you need is love.”


When we think about love, how often does a Beatles’ song come to mind? From their earliest songs—such as “Love Me Do” and “P.S. I Love You”—to later releases—such as “All My Loving” and “The Long and Winding Road”—the music of the Beatles often serves as the soundtrack for our thoughts about love.


It seems hard to believe that a band that performed together for only a decade has had such a dramatic and lasting impact. Many critics and scholars credit the Beatles with changing the agenda of an entire generation.


In reflecting on the Beatles’ impact, one blogger recently wrote:


In many ways, John Lennon and Paul McCartney became the poets-laureate of my generation, touching the raw nerves of the very real heart cries of a decade that is still viewed as perhaps the most tumultuous in recent history. The result is a series of questions that still are being discussed forty years later, in a day when an entirely new generation has discovered their music and resonated with their message. . . .


I think what my generation’s parents never understood about the appeal of the Beatles . . . was that their music was more than just music—it was a statement about life and love that we related to fiercely. As we moved further into the 60s, the music developed and matured with the times that fostered so much fear, despair, and angst. In it all, however, were threads of a universal cry—the cry of the human heart.


What is that cry? To know love, to love, and to be loved.


And that cry runs throughout the Beatles’ music. We first hear it in some of the earliest songs written by Paul McCartney and John Lennon. Those songs tell about romantic love from the vantage point of their teenage composers. They celebrate the joy of shared love and offer the promise of lasting love.


We glimpse that view of love in “From Me to You,” a lesser-known Beatles’ song:

If there's anything that you want,
If there's anything I can do,
Just call on me and I'll send it along
With love from me to you.
I've got everything that you want,
Like a heart that is oh, so true.
Just call on me and I'll send it along
With love from me to you.


But the message of the Beatles’ music didn’t remain static. We can see a progression as their songs address issues from new and more mature perspectives. Their lyrics seem to reflect a growing sense of the things that truly matter.


Earlier they’d recorded “Money,” declaring that that while loving might give a thrill, it’s doesn’t pay the bills—so “now give me money.” But as the Beatles began to understand that their growing fame and wealth couldn’t provide everything they needed, they wrote and recorded “Can’t Buy Me Love” in which they sang: “I don’t care too much for money, money can’t buy me love.”


The Beatles also began to write and sing about the loneliness they saw in the lives of others. The result is the moving portraits that emerge in such songs as “Nowhere Man,” “The Fool on the Hill,” and “Rocky Raccoon.” But perhaps the anthem of this type of Beatles’ song is “Eleanor Rigby”—which tells the story of two people touched by different degrees of sadness and loneliness. Eleanor Rigby lived and died alone. While Father McKenzie spoke at her graveside, he too was lonely. The song calls us to “look at all the lonely people” and ask where they come from and where they belong.


By this time, the band had begun to struggle with whether to stay together. John Lennon also was suffering from depression—depression that his work helped keep at bay. He also was looking for a deeper place in his life. About that he said:

It sort of dawned on me that love was the answer. . . . It seems like the underlying theme to the universe. Everything that was worthwhile got down to this love, love, love thing. And it is the struggle to love, be loved, and express love that’s fantastic. . . . 


Despite the band’s struggles—both collectively and individually—and their sense of the problems and despair that existed in the world, the emphasis on love of which Lennon spoke continued to run through the Beatles’ music. But now they sang of the need for and the possibilities of love in a more expansive way.


Love in the Beatles’ lyrics was no longer simply romantic. It now extended to the relationships shared by families, friends, and all humanity.


Considering how such love looks from different perspectives is at the heart of the song “In My Life.” The song begins with a look backward:

There are places I remember 

All my life, though some have changed, 

Some forever, not for better, 

Some have gone and some remain 

All these places had their moments… 

In my life I’ve loved them all.

The song then moves to a view of present relationships:

But of all these friends and lovers, 

There is no one compared with you, 

And these mem’ries lose their meaning 

When I think of love as something new 

Though I know I’ll never lose affection 

For people and things that went before . . .

In my life I’ll love you more.

Love here holds out optimistic possibilities—for how we view the past, live in the present, and think about the future.


The universal possibility of love is at the heart of the Beatles’ song “The Word.” Those lyrics include these lines:

Say the word and you'll be free
Say the word and be like me
Say the word I'm thinking of
Have you heard the word is love? . . .
In the beginning I misunderstood
But now I've got it, the word is good. . . .

Give the word a chance to say
That the word is just the way
It's the word I'm thinking of
And the only word is love


In 1967 the Beatles were asked to make the UK’s contribution to Our World, the first program to be televised live globally. The two-and-a-half-hour program featured artists—including opera singer Maria Callas and painter Pablo Picasso—who were invited to perform or appear in segments featuring their respective countries. Broadcast via satellite, the program was watched by 400 million people in twenty-six countries.


The BBC commissioned the Beatles to write and perform a new song for the program. The request was for a song with a simple message that could be understood by people around the world.


“All You Need Is Love” was the Beatles’ contribution. Near the end of the song, are these words:

Nothing you can know that isn’t known.
Nothing you can see that isn’t shown.
Nowhere you can be that isn’t where you’re meant to be.
It’s easy.

All you need is love. . . .
Love is all you need.


To help communicate the song’s message, the Beatles invited some of their friends to join them for the event and help sing the song’s chorus. Gathered around the band on the day of the broadcast were members of the Rolling Stones, Eric Clapton, Marianne Faithful, Keith Moon, and Graham Nash—all singing about the need for love.


Jesus also taught about the need for love. And when he shared the lesson we heard in today’s reading, he too was surrounded by a group of friends.


The love Jesus emphasized was expansive. He asked his followers to look at love from a different, larger perspective. To imagine loving each other in the same way he’d loved them.


And that new perspective would allow them to glimpse the possibility of new relationships—with others, with him, with God. Relationships of deep friendship in which sacrifice and transformation were both parts.


One commentator explains:


An other-centered, belonging-to-something-greater-than-yourself love was crucial to the struggling little community that John addresses. The disciples were about to experience their world imploding when Jesus faced death and they ran for cover, and the Johannine community a generation or two later was facing all sorts of persecution and ostracism because of their faith. They might have been tempted to turn inward, loving God (of course) and one another, and concentrating on their own survival. Instead, Jesus lays on them a different ethic, one that will transform the world rather than judge or run away from it. . . .


Jesus’ commandment to love provides a clear, comprehensive framework for forming values in every age and every situation, no matter how different our cultures, our technologies, our “sophistication.” We ask ourselves then about every decision and choice and plan and vision: Is this rooted in love? Does this bear fruit for the kingdom of God? That’s the true test.



As we ask ourselves those questions, perhaps the music of the Beatles—music that tells the good news of the need for love—will provide a soundtrack that will inspire us to commit ourselves to such love. Amen.
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