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Deuteronomy 34:1-12, Psalm 90:1-6, 13-17, 1 Thessalonians 2:1-8, Matthew 22:34-46

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.

Isidor Isaac Rabi, a Nobel prize winner in Physics, and one of the developers of the atomic bomb, was once asked how he became a scientist.  Rabi replied that every day after school his mother would talk to him about his school day.  She wasn’t so much interested in what he had learned that day, but how he conducted himself in his studies.  She always inquired, “Did you ask a good question today?”


“Asking good questions,” Rabi said, “made me become a scientist.”


In order to ask a good question, I believe you need to have noble motives behind the question.  You have to want to know the truth.  The Pharisees by contrast in today’s gospel, already had the answers to their questions.  They felt they already knew the truth.  Don’t we sometimes do the same thing?  We are angry with someone and we ask a question to trap them.  In those moments we are not trying to learn; we are trying to injure.


The Pharisees come to Jesus in today’s gospel from Matthew, once again with a question designed to do damage to the reputation of our Lord, 

illustrating the ongoing and escalating tension between Jesus and the religious authorities.  And once again Jesus proves he is equal to the task.  “Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?  Now, even though this question was used to test Jesus, it is nonetheless an important question.


By the time that Jesus walked the earth,  the Ten Commandments, given to Moses on Mt Sinai, had been set in legalistic, rigid, fundamentalism.  The Pharisees, Sadducees and other religious leaders worked hard to keep the status quo.  Because according to the Jewish tradition, the Torah contained not just ten, but 613 distinct commandments.  No wonder they wanted to know which was the most important.


The Ten Commandments were featured in our lectionary cycle three weeks ago as the Old Testament selection.  They are really God’s first memorandum to the newly formed nation of Israel.  God had appeared to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in varying ways but the Ten Commandments are basically God’s first word to the new nation of Israel.  With the Ten Commandments, Israel formally comes into relationship with God.  And God gives his people his expectations for their covenant.  God provides a list of ten commandments to establish a standard of holiness for the people of God.  It is not a standard by which salvation is made possible.


The Ten Commandments are not a plan whereby any of us can be righteous, but they are a mirror to show us our unrighteousness.  Israel has gotten safely through the waters of the Red Sea.  The Egyptians are no longer a threat.  It is time for the people of God to meet the God who has done mighty acts for them.  God in effect is saying, “O.K. people, listen up.  Here’s the deal!”


And over the thousand years or so between the giving of the Ten Commandments and Jesus’ lifetime, the Ten Commandments had become a legalistic straight jacket.  So the Pharisees, hoping to trip up Jesus, ask “Which is the most important commandment?”


Jesus responds with an orthodox understanding of Jewish law and draws attention to the covenant relationship with God.  He quotes Deuteronomy 6 “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.”  The love of God has priority over everything else.   And secondly and equally important our Lord says quoting Leviticus: “Love your neighbor as yourself.”   Taken together love of God and love of neighbor summarize all the laws and the prophets.  The joining together of our treatment of our neighbors with our relationship to God is integral to faith, since God’s love is worked out through our dealings with others.  


Just what is Jesus trying to do here?  It seems to me that he is trying to get the religious authorities to ask the right questions or get out of their rigid box of expectations.  Jesus gives the answer to rigid and simplistic interpreters of Scripture.   Find your heart, find your soul, find your mind and use them to love God and neighbor.  That seems to me to be pretty relevant advice to us in the 21st century as well.


 We are to love God with all that we are and that includes using our head to figure out how to do that.  It seems to me that Jesus is implying that loving God requires some thinking.   Love is more than just sentiment, religious feeling or good will.  Good love involves good thinking, not just blindly following rules and regulations or what we have always done.  It can be difficult and scary and might even lead to contradiction and paradox.  But we can be sure that when we are noticing paradox we are closing the door to rigidity and narrowness and opening the door to mystery.


There is an old story told about a young fool, who wanted the Bible to tell him what to do. “It’s all the Word of God,” he cried out. “I’ll just turn to any page in the Bible and do what it says!”  The first verse he turned to was this one: “Judas went out and hanged himself.”


“Wait a minute!  This could not be right.  I’ll try again.”  He opened the book and let the pages fall again.  It said, “Go thou and do likewise.”


“No!” He tried a third time.  This time, the Bible opened to “What you must do, do quickly.”


As someone once said, “The Bible is something like a mirror.  If a donkey looks in, you cannot expect an apostle to look out.”


Our interpretations of the Bible or in the case of the Pharisees the Torah, can lead to glorious life and freedom, or lead to oppression and mindless literalism.  Jesus seems to be trying in today’s confrontation  to get the Pharisees to use their heads and get out of the rut of legalism without thought.


When Jesus is asked, “Which is the greatest commandment?” he did not reply something like “Whoever curses his father or mother shall be put to death.” Even though that is scriptural.  Rather he searched, with all his heart and soul and mind, for the commandment which summed up the theme of all the rest.  “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.  And you shall love your neighbor as yourself.”


If we are looking for simplicity in our Christian theology, here it is summed up in power and authority:”Love God.  Love your neighbor.”  It is simple, but not simple-minded.  Find your heart, your soul, your mind and use them to love God and your neighbor.


 Brett Blair shares this story about love. Edgar Guest, a renowned American poet at the turn of the century, tells of a neighbor by the name of Jim Potter.  Mr. Potter ran the drug store in the small town where Edgar Guest lived. Guest recalled that daily he would pass his neighbor and how they would smile and exchange greetings.  But it was a merely casual relationship.


Then came that tragic night in the life of Edgar Guest when his first born child died.  He felt lonely and defeated.  He was overcome with grief.  Several days later Guest had reason to go to the drug store run by his neighbor, and when he entered Jim Potter motioned for him to come behind the counter.  “Eddie,” he said, “I really can’t express to you the sympathy that I have for you at this time.  All I can say is that I am terribly sorry, and if you need for me to do anything, you can count on me.”


Many years later Edgar Guest wrote of that encounter in one of his books.  This is how he worded it; “Just a person across the way– a passing acquaintance.  Jim Potter may have long since forgotten that moment he extended his hand to me in sympathy, but I shall never forget it– never in all my life.   To me it stand out like the silhouette of a lonely tree against a crimson sunset.”


 How do we want people to think of us at the end of our lives? I have occasionally considered how I want people to remember me when I come to end my life’s journey.  I might be remembered as Tom’s wife, David and Amy’s mom, as a teacher, or  as a California priest that found a home in Nebraska.


But I really don’t care if someone remembers me for that.  I really don’t.  I do hope that people are able to say of me at the end of my life’s pilgrimage; When we were sick she came to us; when we needed help, she was there; when I was down, she lifted me up.  In short, I hope that my ministry is remembered for simple acts of kindness.  For if that is the case then my life would have been worth it, and I might have come close to fulfilling the greatest commandment in life: Love God and love your neighbor.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.   Amen.


