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Exodus 22:20-26; 1 Thessalonians 1:5-10; Matthew 22:34-40; 
Psalm 18, I love you O God, my strength.

In today’s Gospel reading, the leaders of the Jewish people continue the cat & mouse game they’ve been playing with Jesus for several weeks now. 

First it was the Pharisees who asked the question about the coin of tribute to Caesar. You might recall what Jesus said to them … and the Gospel tells us they were amazed at his wisdom. 
Then it was the Sadducees who made up that preposterous scenario where seven brothers each in turn had married the same woman, and the question was whose wife she’d be on the day of final resurrection. You might recall what Jesus said to them … and the Gospel tells us they were deeply impressed with his wisdom.
So not being able to entrap him on those two questions, they saved the big one for last. Forget who gets the coin of tribute, and forget which of the seven brothers that poor woman winds up with for all eternity. Those are piddling questions compared with the big one – Which commandment of the Law is the greatest?

This is not as easy a question as it might seem at first. There are 613 different laws in the Torah, covering everything from religion to politics, from war to peace, from how to dig latrines outside an armed camp to making sure each soldier had a shovel to dig with when he used the latrine. So there are 613 laws, and Jesus is asked to pick the most important one. 

Jesus didn’t have to turn to the internet (as I did) for further information on all the Laws. He didn’t have to give the question any thought really. The answer was right there on the tip of his tongue. Jesus simply responded with the prayer that every Jew would recognize,  having said it every day of his or her life upon rising in the morning – 

The prayer comes from the Book of Deuteronomy, and Jesus quotes it: Hear, O Israel! The Lord is our God, the Lord alone! Therefore, you shall love the Lord your God with your whole heart, with your whole being, with your whole strength.
 
And then he goes on to say something that had not been said before. Jesus connected this First Great Commandment with another – as he said – just like it, and just as central to our relationship with God. This time, citing only one obscure verse from the Book of Leviticus, Jesus continues, You must love your neighbor as yourself. Love of God and love of neighbor as oneself – Jesus says that all 613 laws in the Torah are contained in these two. 

It feels important to notice that in this case, when Jesus responds to the Pharisees and the Sadducees, they don’t respond back to him. They don’t tell him that they are amazed or impressed by his wisdom. They don’t compliment him on being a great teacher. Matthew’s Gospel leaves them speechless. In the face of the simple yet eternal truth that Jesus speaks, there’s nothing more to say. 
· Love God. 

· Love your neighbor as yourself. 

When Jesus connects these two laws, it’s revolutionary – or maybe better said, it’s evolutionary. It’s what human beings literally are meant to become – we are created to be love of God & love of neighbor.  In writing a letter of encouragement  to his  community in Thessalonica, Paul  says to them that when people are living this kind of love of God and neighbor, it is transformative – again, we might say it’s evolutionary. It changes not only those who love, but those who witness this love. Paul even says that when this kind of loving is lived out, there’s no need for teaching. There’s really no need for him and Silvanus and Timothy  to come back to Thessalonica. There’s no need for more words. Paul’s letter today sounds a lot like the words that are attributed to St. Francis – preach the Gospel of Love at all times … and if necessary, use words. Because when  people live the love of God and neighbor – really walk the Gospel talk – others see it and respond.  


Which brings us back to our first reading from Exodus. This is where we learn who Jesus was talking about meant when he said “neighbor.” In our reading, we heard the voice of God commanding the Israelites to exercise compassion and justice toward the stranger … toward widows … toward orphans … and toward those who are poor. In the Israelites’ times, these would be  those least able to make a meaningful contribution to this tribe, newly freed from slavery and wandering in the desert, trying just to stay alive.  Strangers, widows, orphans, and those without any resources would be the least valuable members of the tribe. They’d be the ones who’d hold up progress. They’d be the ones most likely to hold everyone else back. With no one to protect them, no voice in their own destiny, and no real resources to share with the group, they would be the most vulnerable to suffering injustice at the hands of those more powerful than they.

And yet in Exodus  and in Matthew, we hear Divine Wisdom saying, in essence,  Don’t molest them, don’t oppress them, don’t extort money from them. You were there once yourselves, remember? You were a stranger once. You were poor or vulnerable or hurting, and I was there for you. Now, you must be there for the most vulnerable among you. It’s not enough that you love God. You must love your neighbor. And you must not only love your neighbor, but love him or her as yourself
Of course we’ve heard these words before. But I wonder if we can think about them today, and in days to come, at a deep, personal level. Who are these people in our own day? Who are we called to welcome as stranger, to protect from assault, to love into being? As people who profess our love for God, whom else – and 
how else – are we called to love so that, as Jesus says, we fulfill all the Law and the Prophets? Some people come readily to mind …
· There are the women and children who are trafficked around major sporting events, who are sold on the internet as part of a World Series or a Super Bowl package of a ticket, a room, and a woman for the weekend. 

· There are the men, women and children making their way to the United States from El Salvador and Honduras, with almost no choicer but to flee because of the gang violence that surrounds their families and recruits their children. 

· There are women asylees from countries in Africa, fleeing everything from religious persecution to female genital mutilation. 

· There are children in our own communities who will  pick up a gun before they pick up a book, believing that life is about nothing but who’s power-full and who’s power-less. 

The list can go on and on, and I know each of us can add to it. 

What might be important to keep in mind is that we gather for worship one day each week … one day. And on that day, we pray together … we enjoy our relationships with each other … and when one of us falls, I know for a fact there are many in this community who are there to support that person in getting back up. And that is the kind of love Paul commended his Thessalonian community for. Love made visible.

 But there are six other days in the week. And I ask myself, and I ask you – how do we spend those six days? What do we do to love not only those we find the easiest to love, but those who are the most vulnerable among us, those who might be the most challenging to love? How do we know them more? How do we understand better the circumstances of their lives? How do we enter their lives? How do we preach the Gospel every day, using words when necessary? 
Answers to these questions will not be the same for all of us. But we can all agree to stay awake. We can all agree to pay attention. We can all allow the words God spoke in the Book of Exodus this morning to sink into our being – When those who are disenfranchised and vulnerable and considered to be a burden to their society cry out to me, I hear their cry and I am compassionate.
 And we can ask ourselves, How am I called to be the face of God to those who need to see God most? How can I truly love this neighbor as I love my family, my friends, myself?  
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