The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 25A
The Text: Matthew 22: 34-46

We probably all know people who get so caught up in the little things that they tend to miss the big things. Like the young professional couple with two little children who were simply trying to get ahead and provide for their young family. The mother said, “All of a sudden one day I woke up and my son was on his way to university and my daughter was in her last year of high school. And I wondered where that time had gone.”

Or the older couple who are still working 12 hour days in their family business. They commented to some friends, “We’re thinking we need to slow down a bit and enjoy life.” The friends answered, "You had better be quick about it!” 

We all tend to do it – get caught up in the little things of life and forget the big picture. And we do it also with church. In today’s gospel, Jesus is questioned about what he considers is the most important commandment of the law. This question gets to the heart of what is most essential about the church and our faith. Now Jesus’ answer is, in one respect, quite simple and direct. The most important commandment is to love the Lord God “with all your heart and soul and mind”, and, connected to it, “to love your neighbour as yourself”. Boiled down, this is what it is all about: love God and love your neighbour. That’s what St. Paul meant when he wrote to the Romans, “love is the fulfilling of the law”. Apparently John Lennon was right: all we need really is love.

But if it is as simple as that, why do we get it so confused? One of the problems is that word “love”. To modern, western ears love means primarily something that we feel within; an emotional attachment to something or someone. Thus to love God is understood to mean to have a certain affection towards him. But to the first-century Mediterranean world in which Jesus lived, love was not so much an emotion or feeling but a pattern of action. Love is expressed in what you do.

The second problem with this commandment is that it is all-inclusive. We are commanded to love God will all our hearts and souls and minds. God doesn’t want just a part of us; he wants our whole being: our wills, our minds, and our imaginations. But that seems a bit much. We are happy to give part of our lives to God (when there is nothing else encroaching our time), but to give all is quite frankly excessive. How can we love God with all our hearts and souls and minds when there is so much else we have to do – work and school and family and sport etc? We’re busy enough as it is. But, this, too is a misunderstanding. We don’t only love God by overt religious works like coming to church and reading our Bibles. We love him also by keeping his commandments in all we do. Thus Paul explains in 1 Corinthians 10: “So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.” That’s the test. Do it to God’s glory – that is, out of love for God – or don’t do it. It’s as simple as that.

The third problem with this commandment is the codicil Jesus adds to it. It’s all well and good to love God (as best we can), but to “love our neighbour as ourselves” is a bit much. He wouldn’t say that if he met my neighbour. Surely, he isn’t referring to everyone who crosses my path, good or evil? Unfortunately, yes. Because, you see, this ‘second’ commandment is not a different commandment from the first, but an extension of it. We love God, not only by how we honour his name and keep his word, but also by how we love others. For we cannot love God (whom we have not seen) when we despise our neighbour (whom we see every day). That’s why Luther’s explanations to the ten commandments in the Catechism all begin with, “We are to fear and love God…” This, too, is all-inclusive. Of course, it is easy to love the neighbour who agrees with us, shares our values, believes what we believe, and lives the way we think they ought to live. But Jesus does not just instruct us to love only those who are in agreement with us. Jesus says love your neighbour as yourself, even if they are your enemy.

This, then, is at the heart of our faith. We are not simply to mouth these words, pray these words, think about these words, or philosophise about these words. We are to do these words. That was the problem with the Pharisees. They were so concerned with doing other things – keeping laws about tithing and fasting and religious ceremonials – that they had lost the heart of their religion. They were so busy worrying about keeping the 6oo-or-so laws that they had gleaned from the Old Testament, that they had lost sight of who they were keeping them for. Ultimately, the only people they loved were themselves.

Now I know what you’re thinking. Surely there is more to our faith than this? What about Jesus, and the forgiveness of sins, and justification by grace through faith? Surely the heart of Christianity isn’t the law, is it? If what Jesus means is that love is the centre of all we do as Christians, then aren’t we back to saving ourselves by our own works?

Well, no. The problem arises when we misunderstand the purpose or function of the law. The commandment to love is not given in order that we might save ourselves by keeping it. That would be to fall back under a “works righteousness” type of religion. But there is also an opposite error, that we Lutherans are always in danger of falling into; namely, that since we are saved by grace apart from anything we do, that therefore God doesn’t care whether we love him or our neighbour or not. But that is like saying that just because I continue to love my children in spite of what they do or don’t do, that I don’t care what they do or don’t do, even if it hurts them or not. No, I care deeply, and it hurts me to see them hurting themselves. So, too, with God. He commands us to love him because that is how he made us: love is the fuel on which our souls live; for God is love. In other words, this is not an “if-then” religion; “if we are good and loving, then God will love us and save us from our sins”; but a “because-therefore” religion; because God loves us and God’s love lives within us by faith, therefore his love will flow out of us back to him and to our neighbour.

The Norwegian novelist, Johan Bojer, makes this point powerfully in his story, The Great Hunger. It happened that an anti-social newcomer had moved into a small village.  Immediately, he put a fence around his property with a sign saying, “Keep Out”. He also put a vicious dog in his yard to prevent anyone from invading his home or his life. One day, one of the neighbour’s little girls reached inside the fence to pat the dog, and the dog grabbed her by the arm and savagely bit her and killed her.

Now the townspeople were so enraged that they refused to speak to the recluse anymore. They wouldn’t sell him groceries at the store. When it came time for sowing, they wouldn’t sell him any seed. The man became destitute and didn’t know what to do. But then, one day, he saw another man sowing seed in his field. He ran out and discovered it was the father of the little girl who had been killed. Incredulous, he asked, “Why are you doing this?” And the father replied, “I am doing this to keep God alive in me.”

It is a profound story because you and I know that our jealousies and animosities – even those that we think we justly have a right to – often get in the way of our love, and the truth is that when we let those hatreds get the upper hand in our hearts, they harden us to God’s love; and thus we are indeed putting God to death in our hearts.

One of the more moving films of the last ten years is one which deals with the incarceration of Japanese Americans at the outset of World War II, called Snow Falling on Cedars. It is a love story, but at a deeper level it is a story about love waiting to be grasped by human beings. The astonishing thing is that almost all of the Japanese Americans who were placed in concentration camps at the beginning of the war were U.S. citizens. The heart of the story is a trial in which an innocent Japanese-American stands accused of having killed a white man. The defence attorney sums up the jury’s dilemma by saying to them: “Every so often humanity is called upon to give a report about how far we have come from the jungle. Will we repeat the prejudices and hatreds of the past? You will decide.”

And so will we. Such decisions “to repeat the prejudices and hatreds of the past” are ours to take daily. As Christians, we are called to ask what Jesus means to us, as we seek to represent his love in our world. And as we do so, the world is preparing its report card as it decides whether following Christ’s way of the cross is real or just plain talk. So what will they say about us and our church? 

Now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love. Thanks be to God! In the name of Jesus. Amen.
