
Proper 25
Matthew 22:34-46

Keeping laws would probably not be readily named as one of our favorite
activities. We tend to think of laws as restrictive and we keep them because
we know they are necessary for good order in our homes, neighborhood,
workplace, and society at large. If we deem it safe and hurting no one, we
might set aside keeping a law for some immediate benefit. For example, we
might roll  through a stop sign in the middle of the night when no one is
around. Perhaps there are those of us that follow the speed limit while in
the city, but once on the interstate or open road, speed limit is merely a
suggestion or guideline to follow. Even some religious laws can be be set
aside for a good reason. For example, if one is sick with the flu, it makes far
better sense to stay home from church one Sunday, rather than go to church
and risk infecting others. Some laws, however, are so far reaching that they
ought to never be set aside. Laws which protect us as a society from those
that would seek us harm, for example, are laws that should not be violated.
In  this  Sunday's  gospel,  Jesus  clearly  teaches  a  law  that  should  not  be
violated.

Once  again  to  test  Jesus,  the  Pharisees,  questioned Jesus  about,  “which
commandment  in  the  law  is  the  greatest?” Each  Pharisee,  no  doubt,
probably had some commandment governing religious practice,  that they
judged to be the most important. Jesus' answer to the Pharisees takes his
hearers  beyond  any  individual  commandment,  simple  black  and  white
answer or practice, to the foundation of them all.  Loving God with one's
whole being and loving neighbor as oneself. This is the persuasive, not be
violated law. Keeping religious laws – no matter how meticulously – means
nothing if the motivation for our actions is not love for God and others. Laws
are not entities unto themselves. But always are to lead to the greater good.
Keeping laws and precepts - “the whole law and the prophets” – is a way of
making visible, in our daily living, the twofold law of love upon which every
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commandment is based. Law and love cannot be separated if either is to
bring  deepened  relationships  and  unity,  harmony,  and  justice  which  are
ultimately the goal of both law and love. The law of love is a law of hearts
turned toward God and others.

Love  of  God  and  love  of  neighbor  are  one  law.  They  cannot  really  be
separated. In loving our neighbor, we love God. We cannot separate love of
God and love of neighbor, because our neighbor is created in God's image
and bears within him or her, the Presence of God. That kind of puts that into
a different and deeper context for all  of us. Each person we encounter is
created in the image of  God.  Further more,  our  love for  God cannot  be
something only thought or even only said, for example, in prayer. Our love
for God must be carried out by loving actions toward our neighbors. This is
how God has already loved us and acted toward us. One cannot simply and
only offer prayers and thoughts, in a human tragedy. Those that can evoke
change, have a responsibility to not only offer prayers and thoughts, but act
and do something about it.

The Pharisees thought they could trip Jesus up on a thorny question. Jesus
passed the test about law, the Pharisees put out, not only with Jesus' words,
but also with how Jesus lived this double law of love. Do we pass the same
test?

Let's face it, most of us do not have great difficulty loving those we know
and care about. In our present society this is perhaps not only challenging,
but sometimes it is also very risky. In places where crime does occur, we
tend not to trust the stranger – the one we meet on the street or the one
who might come to our door.  On the one hand, we must be careful and
protect  ourselves  and  our  loved  ones.  On  the  other  hand,  we  must  be
genuinely  sensitive  to others'  needs.  If  someone comes to our  door  and
needs to use the phone, we can offer to make the call for them. If we see
something wrong,  we can take responsibility  and call  the police or  other
agency. We can do something so simple as hold a door open for someone
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who is carrying too many packages. In these and countless other ways, each
day, we not only do our love for our neighbor, but in those acts, we also
show our love for God. This is our most important priority – to love God in
the neighbor, we meet every day.

In this week's gospel, as in last week's, the Jewish leaders seek to trip Jesus.
The  question  the  lawyer  poses  was  much  discussed  in  rabbinical  circles.
“Which is the greatest commandment?” The Pharisees' intention in posing
the  question  was  to  force  Jesus  into  a  single  rabbinical  school.  Thereby
opening Jesus up to criticism from all other sides. Jesus' answer, however,
proves Jesus' fidelity to both the Jewish tradition and to a spirituality that
transcends  the  legal  interpretation  of  the  commandments.  The  “second”
commandment is the manifestation of the first. If we love the Lord God with
our whole being, that love will manifest itself in our feeding of the hungry,
our sheltering of the homeless, and our liberating of the oppressed.

As  our  society  continues  to  become  more  and  more  diverse,  as  science
continues to make some unimaginable advances in all forms of technology,
the ethical and moral questions we face become more complicated, difficult,
and  challenging.  The  Great  Commandment  gives  us  a  staring  point  for
dealing with such issues. We are called to love as God love us – without
limit,  without  condition,  without  counting  the  cost,  completely,  and
selflessly.  The  implication  of  such  love  is  staggering.  Personal  agendas
collapse,  bottom-line  consideration  pale  in  importance.  If  we  really
understand  the  depth  of  God's  great  love  for  us,  we  cannot  help  but
embrace, God's Spirit of love – love that is unconditional and selfless. Love
that  gives  joyfully,  thankfully,  and  acknowledging  our  own  journey  to
generosity.
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In today's gospel, Jesus' command to love our neighbor means seeing one
another  as  we  see  ourselves.  Realizing  that  our  hopes  and  dreams  for
ourselves and our families are the same dreams others have for themselves
and their families. The fact is that all of us, at one time or another, are aliens,
outsiders,  foreigners,  and  strangers.  The  commandment  to  “love  our
neighbor  as  yourself” calls  us  to  look  beyond  suspicions,  doubts,  and
stereotypes,  we  use  to  mark  people,  and  recognize  every  person  as  a
blessed child of God, worthy of respect, forgiveness, companionship, mercy,
compassion, and love. Amen.
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