26th October 2008 

“Love that makes a difference”
Readings:  Leviticus 19:1-2, 15-18, Matthew 22:34-46

When Harold Wilson was Prime Minister he agreed to an in depth interview on television with Alastair Burnett, and the interview took place at Chequers rather than in a studio.  This was before it was common practice for leading politicians to be interviewed on television like this, so it was a really big deal.  
After it was broadcast, Mrs Wilson received a letter from a lady member of the public, which said this:

“I have recently seen a television interview with your husband, and I am very interested in the chair he was sitting on, which I liked very much.  I was rather hoping that he would get up and walk around a bit so that I could see more of it but unfortunately he didn’t.  Please could you tell me where you got the chair, as the fabric would be absolutely perfect with my living room curtains…”

I have no idea whether Mrs Wilson showed the letter to her husband, but if she did I can imagine the expression on his face.  And I think Jesus might have had a similar expression on his face in the scene that we have heard some of today.  His mission, ministry and message are so important, he is proclaiming no less than the kingdom of God, and yet when he comes face to face with the religious authorities, all they can think of doing is trying to trip him up with trick questions – the one we’ve heard today was the third question of a series in this chapter of Matthew’s gospel.  
The first question they had asked him was a political one, should we be paying taxes to Caesar, and the only reason they ask it is in the hope that he will show himself to be either pro-Roman, or anti-Roman, both of which would have got him into trouble.  The second question they had asked him was more holy in that it was about heaven, but involved what sounds like a pretty ridiculous story about a woman who married one of seven brothers, and then when he died, married the next one, and so on so that by the time she died she had married them all – who would be her husband in heaven, they want to know? 
Wouldn’t you think they could ask better questions than that!!  Well of course they might have done, if they were genuinely interested in hearing what he wanted to say.  Jesus must have been so exasperated by the petty things that seem to interest them.
Then comes the third question, the one we heard in our reading this morning, and suddenly this one is different.  Although the reading tells us that this question was put to test him too, it is in fact a question worth hearing the answer to – it’s as if our lady writer of the letter to Mrs Wilson actually moved on from upholstery fabric to a question about foreign policy.  “Teacher,” says the Pharisee, “which is the greatest commandment?”  In the kingdom of God, in God’s eyes, what is the most important thing we should be doing?  Well, that’s worth knowing, isn’t it?
The trick here of course is that if Jesus picked one commandment, they could accuse him of treating the rest as unimportant.  But Jesus’ answer is stunningly simple.  “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.  This is the first and greatest commandment.  And the second is like it, love your neighbour as yourself.”  It’s a perfect answer.  Perfect because it’s a traditional answer, these are words from the old testament (some of which we heard in our reading earlier) and words the Jews themselves would have used each day in their prayers, so it’s an answer the nit picking Pharisees can’t possibly challenge, for once Jesus is not being at all controversial.  But perfect too because these few words get at the heart of all of God’s commands, the principle behind them, the spirit in which they were made, they contain a complete definition of what it means to live as God’s people.  In fact what Jesus does is to issue his own challenge back, and in so doing to challenge us.  Do you live like this he says?  Are these the principle commandments in your life?  Because it matters, he says, everything depends on it.  
I’d like to read you part of an article that was in my paper a few weeks ago, that was pretty uncomfortable to read.  It was written by a self-confessed atheist in response to all the fuss that was going on at the time about whether or not we should teach creationism in schools, because some learned professor had said that we should, and the title of the article was “I don’t believe that believers really believe.”  The gist of his argument was to just ignore what Christians say because it’s clear they don’t really believe it themselves either.  He wrote this:

“The real test for genuine belief is not what people say, but what they do.  To believe something is to be disposed to act upon it.  The vast majority of Western Christians fail this test…Suppose you believed that Heaven exists and that only some of us will qualify to live in it for ever, as the vast majority of Christians claim to.  How would this affect your behaviour?  It would depend on what you thought were the admission criteria for Heaven.  But whatever you took these virtues to be, they would utterly dominate your life.  When everlasting bliss is on offer, nothing else matters at all.  People who believed in Heaven would surely act quite unlike those who do not.  Yet the vast majority of Christians display a remarkably blasé attitude toward their approaching day of judgment, leading lives almost indistinguishable from those of us non-believers.”

Well, that’s socking it to us isn’t it?  As I read it I bristled at the attack.  My first thought was that he’s completely missed the point, which he had of course, and I thought how dare he claim to express what we believe and get it so wrong.  Just like the Pharisees, he seems to be deaf to the first part of Jesus’s answer.  “Love God”, Jesus says, “love God”.  It’s about ‘who’ not ‘how’.  It’s about relationship and not rules.  Christian faith is not about earning enough divine brownie points to get to heaven, although of course getting to heaven is our hope.  It’s about who God is, about his love for us, it’s about grace and forgiveness, it’s about the gift of his Son who went to hell and back for us so that we could be released from guilt and all that worry about am I good enough and have I done enough, it’s about us all being invited to the wedding banquet, the bad and the good, and that’s an illustration that Jesus himself used just at the beginning of this chapter. And Jesus doesn’t actually just say ‘love God’, he says ‘Love the Lord your God’.  Your God, it’s personal.  He’s yours, and mine.  Love God, because he loves you.
The other thing that made me angry in this article was the implication which is so often part of atheist writing that Christians, or people of any religious faith for that matter, have simply left their common sense at the door, that we are deluded, and that if we had an ounce of rational thought in our bodies, we would recognise what a lot of nonsense it is.  Well, once again, Jesus has the perfect counter argument.  ‘Love the Lord your God, with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind…’.  He doesn’t say with all your heart and soul, and in spite of what your mind may be telling you.  He doesn’t want brainwashed followers.  He wants us to ask questions about God, real questions, to think about God, to search for answers.  He wants us to make sense of God as much as we can, and then add that to what our heart is telling us, and what our soul is telling us.  We can’t understand everything about God, but we can grasp quite a lot, mostly because of what we know about Jesus.  Christians can, and should and do think for themselves – God, in his love, made us that way!
And so I huffed and puffed and thought of all the arguments why this article was so wrong, and yet even as I did so, something of what he said hit home, and made me think ‘ouch’.  Are our lives really indistinguishable from those of non-believers?  Surely we should make more of a difference in the world.  Not just to get into heaven.  But because if we really love God, then we must love those he loves.
Jesus is asked for the greatest commandment, but replies with two.  Love God, with all that you are, but also love your neighbour, as yourself.  The two can’t be separated, although they’re not the same.  Loving your neighbour doesn’t mean the same as loving God, because you can be kind, caring, charitable, without giving any thought to God.  That might make a difference in the world, but it would be to ignore the first thing Jesus asks of us and the reason why he gave his life, to bring us closer to God.  But we cannot really love God without loving our neighbour too, and that means everyone including those we don’t like, or those we feel uncomfortable with.  And so Christianity isn’t just about sitting in a quiet corner feeling nicely wrapped up in our fellowship with God – although Christianity without that can become quite an empty thing.  Faith must also be acted out, we must take up his agenda of grace and mercy in the world, we must look around us with the eyes of a loving God, because if he loves me, he loves you too…and them.  With his words this morning, Jesus calls us to display that in our lives.
Of course, we’re not meant to show off.  The bible tells us in both the Old and the New Testaments that God is most concerned with what goes on in our hearts, and that is true.  Jesus tells us in the sermon on the mount in particular not to show off our faith in public just to make an impression, and that includes not making a big thing of our charitable dealings with others.  We’re not to be motivated by our own sense of self-importance, and the opportunity to make people think how nice we are.  But if we are instead motivated by a relationship with God, by a love of him and a knowledge of his for us, then surely that should be obvious somehow, what’s on the inside should break through, and bring light to the world.  Perhaps that’s what Paul had in mind when he wrote this to the Colossians:
“Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience.  Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another.  Forgive as the Lord forgave you.  And over all these virtues put on love…”  (Col 3:12-15)
Clothes are what you wear on the outside, they’re what people see.  When we clothe ourselves with these things, we are loving our neighbour, but not only that, we are making God visible in the world, and perhaps that might just bring others to believing in and loving God for themselves.
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