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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
a     a     a

The tragedy at the Tree of Life Synagogue in Pittsburgh last week
calls for a renewed understanding of the place of the Jewish people
in God’s plan of salvation which he began in them, and which he
later expanded from them to include the whole world. And the first
thing we need to be reminded of in all this is that Israel’s God, our
God, is the God of love. In fact, as St John says, “God is love” (1Jn

4:16). This stands in very stark contrast to the gods of ancient
Israel’s pagan neighbors and occupiers. They didn’t love their
gods, because their gods didn’t love them. Instead they feared their
gods because they were believed to be capricious, erratic,
inconsistent in their dealings with humans. They did whatever they
felt like doing, and cared very little for justice and fairness. So the
sacrifices of the pagans were offered out of fear, and in hope of
appeasing the gods and turning aside their wrath. 

Of course, none of this was true at all because none of the pagan
gods truly existed. They were all a work of fiction, invented by
various people in various times and places as a way of making
sense of a harsh world. Various peoples and nations who had no
knowledge of the one true God came up with their own sets of
gods, and mythologies to explain how those gods and the world
came to be. They couldn’t imagine that there might be one divine
Being so powerful as to be able to create and maintain everything. 

Meanwhile, that one all-powerful Creator began to reveal himself
to his creatures, beginning with one man in particular, Abraham,
and to his descendants, continually restating his intention that
through them, at the right time, he would make himself known to
all his creatures. And two of the key things about himself that he

revealed to Abraham and his descendants is that, 1. he is a loving
God– he loves everyone and everything he has made, he created us
in order to love us, and he gave us the freedom to choose to love
him in return; and 2. he’s a faithful God– he will continue to love
and care for his creatures no matter what, and will therefore not
deal with us capriciously like the imaginary gods of the pagans did.

I imagine that after four hundred years of slavery in Egypt, most of
the descendants of Abraham– the Israelites, as they were then
called– probably had little to no memory of Abraham’s God. So
once God led them to freedom, they needed him to lead them
around the desert in circles over the next forty years in order to get
to know him all over again. And what we read in today’s first
lesson is a central part of Moses’ final charge to God’s people just
before they moved into the land that God had promised their
ancestor Abraham would be theirs for ever. 

Moses presents the commandment to love God above all else as the
pinnacle of the law. And as Jesus and the scribe agree in today’s
gospel, to love God “with  all the heart, and with all the
understanding, and with all the strength,” in other words with every
fibre of our being, truly is the greatest commandment. It’s far more
important, the scribe says, than “all whole burnt offerings and
sacrifices.” That conversation happened in the temple where the
sacrifices were offered, which is a pretty significant fact, since
Jesus would soon offer himself as the ultimate sacrifice. After that
the temple and its annual round of sacrifices would no longer be
necessary, or even effective. That’s where today’s second lesson
comes in, but more about that later.

Jesus then adds something to the greatest commandment that
wasn’t originally that closely connected with it, not on paper
anyway: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself,” and he does
it in such a way as to make it inseparable from the first part. Jews
have always seen that second part as being crucial to their
understanding of the law. It was first stated in Leviticus at the end
of a section that deals with how God’s people are to relate to one



another: care for the poor and the disabled; be just and impartial in
all your judgments; don’t hate anyone, or take vengeance, or bear
any kind of grudge “against any of your people, but you shall love
your neighbor as yourself” (Lev 19:9-18). Even though it’s the
underlying principle of numbers five through ten of the Ten
Commandments, that one place in Leviticus is the only place in the
Old Testament where that commandment is plainly stated. 

Yet when the scribe hears Jesus put those two together, it doesn’t
seem strange to him at all. It seems quite natural. That’s because
just as the Lord is one, so also are his people one. God doesn’t
view them as a collection of individuals, but as a unit, which is
reflected in the way the first commandment is worded. We didn’t
catch it today because we heard it in modern English, in which
there’s no distinction between singular and plural you. We heard,
“You shall love the Lord your God...” “You shall love your
neighbor as yourself,” which doesn’t grab our attention because we
know Moses is speaking to the whole nation of Israel. So we take
it as being plural. But when we hear it in Elizabethan English (e.g.
Rite One) it’s thou and thy, which is singular. And that’s how it’s
really meant to be heard, as if Moses were speaking to a solitary
person– “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God...” “Thou shalt love thy
neighbor as thyself.” God’s people is one, just as God himself is
one. That’s how he looked on his OT people, and that’s how he
looks on his Church, as one in Christ. To love your neighbor
therefore is non-negotiable, because you are one with him in
Christ. As St Paul makes clear, “you [= all y’all] are the body of
Christ and individually members of it” (1Cor 12:27).

Now we need to look at what it means exactly to love your
neighbor as yourself, and how Jesus expands the reach of that
commandment beyond the children of Abraham. The first part’s
very simple: on the surface, to love your neighbor as yourself
means to want for your neighbor what you want for yourself. You
want to be treated with dignity and respect and kindness. And
understanding that that’s what most people want, you want to treat

others the way you want to be treated. It’s the Golden Rule– do
unto others as you would have them do unto you. That can be
corrupted, by the way. I once heard a priest, who was also a
psychologist who worked with violent criminals, explain that the
reason for their acts of violence and hatred often stems from their
hatred of themselves. So in some cases, what they do to others is
what they wish others would do to them. That puts an interesting
twist on things, doesn’t it?

As lovers of God that commandment has a deeper meaning as well. 
Humans are made in the image of God– all humans, not just the
ones who look like us, or who live in the same country as us. Every
human God ever created is stamped with his image, with those
characteristics of his which he hasn’t shared with cats or birds or
crocodiles. It’s for that reason that we love ourselves, because in
doing so we’re also loving God whose image we are made in. So
we don’t want to do anything that will ruin that image in ourselves.
And to love our neighbor is an extension of our love for God and
of ourselves, as well as a concrete expression of our love of God.
St John says it’s impossible to love God without also loving your
neighbor, and that to claim that you love God while at the same
time hating your neighbor is to make a liar of yourself, because
you’re demonstrating that you don’t really have the love of God in
you in the first place (1Jn 4:20).

Now in pulling those two commandments together Jesus isn’t
making a new law or amending the old one. He’s simply putting
two things together that already belonged together. And he had the
authority to do it because he’s God, and it’s his law in the first
place. What he did do that was new was to expand the definition of
neighbor. In its original context, neighbor was understood to mean
a fellow Israelite/Jew (Mary Healy, The Gospel of Mark, 248). But that’s not
something God ever intended. As I said before, his intention from
the beginning was to reveal himself and his love, first to this
chosen people, and then through them to the whole world, which
he ultimately did in Jesus. He chose Israel, not to love them



exclusively, but for them to be the channel of his love to all people.
Not all the chosen people got that. And certainly most of the
religious leadership in Jesus’ day didn’t get it, which is why they
engineered his death. 

Jesus gives his expanded definition of neighbor in the parable of
the Good Samaritan in Luke’s gospel, as part of Luke’s version of
what we read in Mark today (Lk 10:25-37). A traveller going from
Jerusalem down to Jericho, Jesus says, was attacked by robbers and
left for dead. A priest comes along and, when he spots the victim,
crosses the road and keeps on going. Then comes a Levite, another
religious leader, and he does the same. We’re meant to understand
that the victim is a Jew, whom the priest and the levite would
recognize as their neighbor. Then comes a Samaritan, a foreigner
who was hated by most Jews because of his different religion. He
stops and cares for the victim, then loads him up and takes him to
the nearest inn, and promises to pay the innkeeper to care for him. 
Then Jesus said to the scribe, “Now which of these three do you
think was the real neighbor?” The scribe said, “The one who
showed mercy.” And Jesus said, “Then you go and do the same.”

This expanded definition of neighbor fits hand in glove with God’s
bigger plan to expand his chosen people from this one little nation,
to encompass all the nations on earth. So Israel was the seedbed of
God’s love, from which he would reach out to the whole world.
God sent his Son to be born among his chosen people, and raised
him up to fulfil everything God had been doing in Israel from the
days of Abraham onward. 

Now this is where we get into what the second lesson is talking
about today. The sacrifices and whole burnt offerings that the
scribe mentions in the gospel, these were the ritual acts by which
God’s people made atonement for their sins. God laid out in minute
detail how the rituals were to be carried out. And he required that
the sacrifices be the best, the healthiest, the most umblemished
animals. To offer anything less would be to hold back from God.
Particular sacrifices were offered at particular times of the year,

and had to be repeated every year because, as today’s lesson says,
they were temporal offerings, time-bound, not eternal, that
provided only temporal remedies. The blood of goats and bulls
offered repeatedly in the temple, Hebrews says, by priests who
themselves were mortal sinners, was able to purify only the flesh,
and not the spirit as well. But Jesus, the perfectly sinless Son of
God, acting as a priest of a much higher order than the ones in the
temple, offered himself “once for all.” He’s the eternal high priest
who offered himself as the eternal sacrifice that never needs to be
repeated. And as the temple priests presented their temporal
sacrifices to God in the Holy of Holies, God’s earthly tabernacle,
Jesus presented his sacrifice to the Father in “the Holy Place” in
heaven. What happened in the temple was just a model of what
Jesus does in heaven.

Now it’s important to note that Jesus didn’t abolish anything that
the Jews had been doing all those centuries, things God himself
commanded them to do. God doesn’t change his mind, and he
doesn’t erase the board and start drawing up a new plan. What
Jesus did was to fulfil the original plan, not to replace it. Eternal
things don’t get replaced, they get fulfilled. What God did among,
and with, the Israelites was the model of the greater thing, the
eternal thing that he had planned from the beginning. And after he
took things to the next level through the saving work of Jesus, he
didn’t forget about his ancient people or cast them aside. They’re
still his chosen people. They are, as a lot of Christians like to say,
our elder brothers and sisters in the Lord. They’re special to us, and
they’re still special to God because of the role they played, and
fulfilled, in his plan of salvation. And because God is faithful, we
can be confident that he will honor them somehow. We have no
idea about the ones who utterly rejected Jesus, but it’s safe to say
that he’s got the rest of them covered. 

So just as it’s impossible for a person to claim to love God while
nursing hatred for a neighbor, it’s impossible for Christians to be
anti-semites, to hate Jews, or to hate any other groups of people,



without severely distorting the Gospel. It’s one of the more
detestable tendencies of sinful humanity to identify as our
neighbors only the people who are like us, who look like us, or
think like us, or only those who live in the same country as us. For
to be a hater of others is ultimately to be a hater of God. And so
beloved, to quote St John again, “let us love one another, because
love is from God... God is love, and those who abide in love abide
in God, and God abides in them” (1Jn 4:7, 16). In the Name of...
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