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It’s been a busy few days for Jesus before we encounter him in today’s Gospel 
reading from Matthew. He has arrived at Jerusalem, for what will be his last days 
on earth. He has entered the city with a parade of followers and onlookers. He 
has entered the Temple and disrupted trade and commerce there. And all of 
these would probably have been very bright red flags waving in the faces of civic 
and religious authorities, who question his authority to do and to say what he has. 
There follows what some see as a sparring match between Jesus and the 
authorities. He teaches by story and parable and action what it means to be a part 
of the kingdom or commonwealth of God. And, finally, we come to today’s 
encounter, when he is asked about the laws of God. “Teacher, which 
commandment in the law is the greatest?” 

Jesus’s obvious familiarization with the Hebrew scriptures – after all, he was a Jew 
– is evidenced once again when he quotes what is arguably the foundational basis 
of the Torah, the Shema, recited by pious Jews at the beginning and at the end of 
each day: “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one. You shall love the 
Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your 
mind.”  The pinnacle of the law is to love God unconditionally. But Jesus doesn’t 
leave it there. Rather, he bridges this Torah passage with another, from Leviticus: 
“You shall love your neighbour as yourself.” He doesn’t minimize the 
commandment to love God; he extends it to include neighbour, and states that 
these two commandments include all that the legal and prophetic scriptures have 
to say. 

Love God. . . God is love. . . For God so loved the world. . . Christians, hopefully, 
have a pretty good understanding of the relationship between God and love. We 
talk about it a lot. We sing about it in our hymns. We read about it in our 
scriptures. We pray about it. We see Jesus as the embodiment of that love that 
God has for us. And we do our best, most of the time, to show that we love God. 
Oh, there may be times in our lives when we feel unloved by God – times of great 
stress, when we may feel totally alone and abandoned; times of grief and loss, 
when we may even blame God: “how could God let this happen?” Times of world 
crisis when we may sense what would seem to be the absence of God more easily 
than God’s presence. But usually we can believe that God loves us, and that we 
love God. The beauty of creation; the love of, and for, family; good health and 
happiness; all help to bear this out. 



Love God. 

If Jesus had only stopped there. He had answered the question posed to him. He 
was free to sit down and let the world carry on. But he didn’t stop there and he 
didn’t sit down! 

Love God . . . AND . . . love neighbour. 

 Those listening to him would have had no doubt that he was correct. For the 
treatise of neighbourly love was also a prominent part of the Torah, the law of 
God. And, furthermore, the Torah did a pretty good job of expanding the 
understanding of neighbour to a greater inclusiveness than the ones who live next 
door or down the street. In the Book of Leviticus we read: “The alien who resides 
with you shall be to you as the citizen among you; you shall love the alien as 
yourself, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt: I am the Lord your God.”  

Who are our neighbours? What does love for our neighbours look like? As we 
wrestle with these questions and try to define what neighbour means in God-
language, we are faced with the truth that we need to hear this as a calling for our 
lives and not an affirmation of how we already live. And we are also faced with 
the truth that this Biblical love, called agapé, is not affection but commitment. 
This love – Love of God and love of neighbour – is not passive emotion but, 
rather, active mercy. 

Last week, in his sermon, Preston reminded us of the qualities of goodness, 
graciousness, and mercy, qualities found in God, and qualities God looks to find in 
us as well. Now, transpose these qualities – goodness, graciousness, and mercy – 
on to our calling to love neighbour, and we have a better understanding of what 
this means. When we love our neighbour, the one who dwells near us, both in our 
neighbourhood and in our community, and yes, even those who dwell in and on 
the streets around us, and on the front lawn and the back alley, when we love 
these neighbours, we show goodness, and graciousness, and mercy. When we 
stand up for the rights of minorities, of indigenous people, of the poor and the 
homeless and the challenged ones in our neighbourhood and community, we are 
fulfilling the call to love neighbour with goodness, and graciousness, and mercy.  

In these pandemic days, we have many opportunities to love our neighbour. 
Caring for those who are in special need, those who are experiencing extreme 
loneliness, anxiety, and confusion can often be accomplished by a phone call, an 



email message, or an offer of assistance with grocery shopping, bill-paying, and so 
on. Wearing a mask and wearing it properly when in public places is loving our 
neighbour by protecting them from us. Putting words into actions is how we show 
love for God, and love for neighbour. 

A classic story quoted by Amy Jill Levine, tells of Rebbe Moshe Leib of Sassov who 
announced to his disciples that he had learned how we must truly love our 
neighbour from a conversation overheard between two villagers: 

The first said: “Tell me, friend Ivan, do you love me?” 
The second: “I love you deeply.” 
The first: “Do you know, my friend, what gives me pain?” 
The second: “How can I, pray, know what gives you pain?” 
The first: “If you do not know what gives me pain, how can you say that you truly 
love me?” 

“Understand, then, my sons,” continued the rebbe, “to love, truly to love, means 
to know what brings pain to your comrade.” 

Love God. Love you neighbour as yourself. May these words become deeply 
embedded in the fabric of our being, in such ways that define us as people of 
God, acting with mercy to all we call neighbour. 

 


