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The Greatest

The lectionary brings us once again to Holy Week, those last few days of Our Lord’s walk among us on earth.  The criticism of Jesus is growing.   It is not unlike what we are getting more and more of these days as we enter the presidential election cycle.   The opposition party wrestles to field a candidate with each week bringing sharper and sharper questioning of those who dare to enter this political contest.  In much the same way as Jesus preached and taught those who were opposed to him being called as leader, messiah, Son of God, intensified their opposition.  
In the passages just before today’s reading, the disciples of the Pharisees and the followers of Herod had asked the tough questions.  Immediately following that exchange, Jesus is questioned by the Sadducees – those who say there is no resurrection.  They asked him a question about a widow who has a succession of husbands and wanted to know who will be her husband in the resurrection – hoping to prove that if we can’t understand something it must not exist.  Jesus silences them by saying – ‘you are wrong.  There is no taking of husband or wife in the resurrection.’  If Jesus’ answer to the disciples of the Pharisees about paying taxes seemed evasive and perhaps the response of a good politician Jesus certainly takes an immutable stand when he addresses the Sadducees and later in today’s reading when he addresses the Pharisees themselves.  To the Sadducees he said – “You are wrong…”  And to the Pharisee’s question of the greatest commandment he stated clearly this is the greatest, and this is the second.
The Pharisee’s question is, “What is the greatest commandment?”  To this Jesus answered that the greatest commandment is to love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.”  That is clear and direct.   Then Jesus volunteers more information, answering a question they did not ask:  And the second is like it: “you shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  And then he goes on even further saying that these two are like strong metal hinges on which a great door - the law - is hung.  In other worlds these are the foundation, the logic on which all human actions, all human interactions with God and with other people is to be judged.  “Is it loving?”   
The key element is love.  We are to love God, and we are to love others even as we love ourselves.  The first is the bedrock of the Jewish faith, the ‘Shema” found in Deuteronomy 6:4-5, which is said every Sabbath at the synagogue; “Hear O Israel, the Lord your God is one.  You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.”  That passage goes on to say, “Keep these words that I am commanding you today in your heart.  Recite them to your children and talk about them when you are at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise.  Bind them as a sign on your hand, fix them as an emblem on your forehead, and write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.”  (Deut. 6:6-9)  This is a passage of scripture that they knew very well.  

Then Jesus goes on and says that there is another commandment, one that is second only to the first, and it is this:  “…you shall love your neighbor as yourself…” (Leviticus 19:18b).  The issue of who is your neighbor would then be the next logical question, is it those who are my family, my community, my fellow believers, my nation, political allies, my “kind.”  Jesus cuts across all those would be human categories with the parable of the Good Samaritan (told in Luke’s Gospel) and by asking not who is my neighbor but to whom am I a neighbor?

And again, Jesus raises the stakes by saying in effect – this love of God, of neighbor, and of self is the standard, the test to obeying the law.  And then in order to answer those who might say that the traditions of the past had a greater weight Jesus brings up David and Psalm 110.  He is working on the assumption held universally at that time that David wrote the Psalms, and then applying the standard of that day, asks how could a father refer to his son as Lord?  Which is a rabbinic way of saying, I think, that the traditions of the Jews do not have precedent over the teachings of the messiah?  
The key for Jesus in all things is love of God.  We know that love in the Bible isn’t an emotion but an action.  We are called to do love.  We might ignore it, but we can understand simply enough that the Good Samaritan is an example of doing love to our neighbor.  But what does doing love to God look like?  

For guidance let us look once again at Jesus’ passage from Deuteronomy.  Love God with all your heart, and soul, and mind.  Maybe we can start by asking what other “lords” command our love?  Into what other “things” do we put our heart, soul, and mind or might?  Is God in those things – or are they things of human making?  Who is glorified in these things?  Who is honored in these things?  I heard someone give advice to a preacher one time by saying, “It is good to tell stories in your sermons, even stories about your own life - but never be the hero of your stories?  Who is the “hero” of your story?  Let God be the hero of the story of your life.  
Have we taught the story of God to our children?  Are we teaching the story of God to the world by our actions?  Do we talk about the Story of God in our homes, and in the streets, the market places, the places where people gather?  I’m not talking about going around trying to jam our religion down other people’s throats.  I’m saying, what does what we do say about what we believe?   If someone who didn’t know anything about Jesus, only had you as an example – what would they think?

A well known writer tells the story of how he watched “…six baby swallows learn how to fly. They were huddled on the telephone wires observing their mother, who came flying slowly by in front of them, doing the easier turns and showing them the basics of flying. There was no need for these baby swallows to read books or attend lectures on how to fly. They have an inborn instinct for it. Learning to fly may not be easy, but this is what birds are born to do.

The Lord sees us sitting on a perch made of pleasure, profit, power, or prestige, quaking with every variation in our bank account and every critical comment that comes our way; and he asks us if we would not rather forget our failings and learn to fly.  This is what we are born to do: to leave our perch of selfish interests and soar aloft. To soar to union with God means that all the faculties and resources which have been hidden in us can come into our lives, to the great benefit of those around us.”

In his life and death and resurrection Jesus teaches us the love of God and love of one another.  Jesus teaches us how to soar, to do what we were made to do, to live the life God created us to live - and that our lives will never be the same.   Amen.  

