
Love in Jesus’ Name

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

“Oh, so you’re a preacher?” he asked me. We were trapped together in adjoining airline seats

on a long flight. Usually, when I am in such a situation, I attempt to lie when asked about my

profession. People always get nervous when they find out what I do. They try to remember if they

swore in the last five minutes or else they are afraid that I will start preaching at them.

“I’m an accountant,” will usually shut down any attempt at conversation.

But this time I told the truth. “Yep, I’m a preacher.”

So he responded with the usual attempt to convince me that he knew more about God than

me. 

“You know, not to be critical of your profession,” (they always say that!), “but you guys tend to

make religion so complicated. I believe that religion is summed up in the Golden Rule, ‘Do unto

others as you would have them do unto you.’ That’s my religion in a nutshell. That’s what it’s all

about. I’m told that all of the world’s great religions believe the Golden Rule, in one way or another.

Love your neighbor as yourself. But you preacher types, you always want to complicate it with God

and all that. I think the world would be a better place if you just boiled it all down to, ‘love your

neighbor as yourself.’”

Now, before I start listing some of the ways that guy didn’t know what he was talking

about—that is, the speech that I lacked the courage to give on that flight—let me admit that at first

glance, the sort of reductive, simplistic thinking that this guy was subjecting me to appears to be what

Jesus is saying in this Sunday’s Gospel.

We are late in the Gospel of Matthew. Jesus has been teaching. You and I have listened to his

teaching throughout the Sundays of this year. And most of us can testify that the content of Jesus’s
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teaching—whether it be in his famous Sermon on the Mount or his befuddling parables along the

road—is not always easy to comprehend. Many of the ideas that Jesus teaches cry out for further

explanation. It all seems so complicated!

But not this Sunday. This Sunday Jesus’s critics have entangled him in another argumentative

conversation. They ask him, “Jesus, since you are such a pretentious theologian and expert on all

things Jewish, tell us, which commandment, of the thousands that are found in our scriptures, is the

greatest?”

You can almost hear the tone of exasperation in their voices. Boil it all down for us, Jesus.

Let’s get to the kernel of truth that’s hiding within all of your high-flown philosophy. Tell us, among all

the important things God expects of us, which is the most important?

Or maybe they are slyly attempting to entrap Jesus in his own words. Go ahead, choose one

or two from the plethora of commandments found in Torah, and take a stand that will land you in hot

water with the authorities. Tell us, which commandment is the best, most wise, most godly of all the

commandments. Everybody probably has their favorite, that is, the one commandment they think is

the most prominent simply because it’s the one commandment they have no trouble obeying!

And once again (if you were here last Sunday you saw some skilled intellectual maneuvering

by Jesus in the controversy over whether or not to pay taxes to Caesar), Jesus astounds his

adversaries by answering their question not as they had expected. He digs deep into the tradition of

Israel and quotes scripture to them, “First, love God with everything you’ve got. The second great

command is to love your neighbor as yourself.”

The answer is as old as Israel itself. Love God, the first of the Ten Commandments, and love

your neighbor, a thought reiterated throughout the Jewish scriptures. Jesus appears to simplify things

for us, to reduce all of his sermons and parables and teachings to a couple of easy-to-remember
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sentences.

Or does he?

Anyone who has tried, sincerely tried, to love your neighbor as much as you love yourself

could testify that loving the neighbor is not an easy thing to do. What if you have a neighbor who is

contentious and difficult? What if you have a neighbor who is constantly trying to take advantage of

you, or who attempts to impose on your neighborliness? 

There are some people who just can’t get along with anybody, some people who are so self-

absorbed that they seem to do everything they can to anger and alienate everybody else. These are

difficult neighbors to love.

Still, that word neighbor implies someone who lives close to you, someone nearby, and if you

try hard, you can find something lovable in even the most difficult of neighbors. After all, we have an

incentive to try and get along with somebody who lives next door to us or in the adjoining apartment.

It’s just common sense to try and love those neighbors. We don’t need Jesus to command us to love

them or at least to get along with them. We can do this!

But let’s probe this seemingly simple, common-sense wisdom of Jesus just a bit further. The

one who said, “Love your neighbor as yourself,” didn’t just say to love your neighbor.

In his Sermon on the Mount (which we went through earlier this year), Jesus didn’t command

us to just love our neighbor; he commanded us to love our enemy (Matt 5:43). He didn’t say, “Love

your enemy as yourself”—probably for good reason. The essence of ill will is that our enemy is

nothing like us or our family. Every time we go to war with some country, we must first convince

ourselves that these enemies don’t want the same things we want, don’t feel what we feel, have

nothing in common with us. 

How many of you have intentionally, strategically attempted to obey Jesus and love your
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enemy? And don’t say, “Well, I’m so nice, I don’t have any enemies.” From what I’ve seen, often the

nicer you are, the more vulnerable you are to abuse by others who, by their actions against you,

become your enemies. 

I confess that this is raising the bar on love, raising the bar so high that I usually find it out of

my reach. Love your neighbor? Yep, I think I can chin up to that. But love your enemy? I can’t get

that high in my lovableness.

Is Jesus really serious? Sometimes loving your neighbor requires you to love your enemy. Any

law enforcement officer will tell you that he or she would rather break up a bank robbery than a

domestic dispute. Family fights are the worst. When the person who lives next door to you, or the

person whom you were in a loving, romantic relationship with wrongs you, or you wrong them, the

enemy feels the most dangerous.

Why would Jesus tell us to love to this extent? Love our enemies? 

Here’s one explanation: that’s the way Jesus loved each of us. He came to us saying, “I love

you,” and the world responded with, “Crucify him!” Even when nailed to the cross, he said, “Father,

forgive . . . my enemies.”

Jesus didn’t just teach love of neighbor, even when our closest neighbor is our worst enemy.

He practiced what he taught. When someone strikes you on one cheek, offer your other cheek, he

said in the same sermon. And that’s what he did in response to our hostility.

Which I think brings us back to the first part of Jesus’s response. He says the first and

greatest commandment, even prior to loving our enemies, is loving God. Loving God means obeying

God, wanting for your life what God wants for your life, doing what God asks you to do out of love for

God. 

I know of few human teachers who teach, “Love your enemies.” Lots of people teach, “Love
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your neighbor as yourself,” because that seems just good common sense. But Jesus is the teacher

who teaches with authority that only God has. In fact, in today’s Gospel, this debate ends with an

affirmation of Jesus’s divine authority.

Loving our neighbors in the way of Jesus is no small assignment—not because of the

unlovableness of our neighbors, though that is a challenge, but rather because of Jesus. Jesus—in

his life, death, and resurrection—elevated considerably our notions of neighbor love. He intensified

our obligations to our neighbors to include even a command (it’s not a suggestion!) to love our

enemies as our neighbors. Even as he died on the cross, Jesus looked down on his enemies (some

of whom happened to be his own disciples) and prayed, “Father, forgive them. They don’t know what

they’re doing.”

I think that’s why Jesus makes loving God prior to loving the neighbor. He redefines

“neighbor,” so if you don’t know Jesus, then you are apt to think that his command to love our

neighbors as ourselves is something rather simple and commonsensical. But if you know Jesus, then

you know that his command to love others as he has loved us is one of the most demanding

assignments you’ve ever been given.

Every Sunday, when we offer prayers “in Jesus’ name,” we are saying that we are praying in

the manner of Jesus. We are attempting to pray like Jesus, who ended one of his memorable prayers

with, “However, not my will but your will must be done.”

We live our lives, in church and out, by attempting to live “in Jesus’s name.” We are

attempting to live in the manner of Jesus. How did Jesus live? Jesus’s life was in a perfect, constant

alignment with love of God and neighbor. And in this morning’s Gospel, Jesus boldly commands (it’s

not a suggestion!) us to live in his name, in his manner of life.

Love of God precedes the command to love our neighbor because loving our neighbor in the
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name of Christ requires that we find a way to look at our neighbor as Christ looks at our neighbor. 

Some years ago at a congregational meeting they were discussing what, at the time. was the

controversial issue of sexual orientation and the church. The group seemed about evenly split

between those who thought the church ought to be more welcoming of LGBTQ people and those

who thought that, while they ought to be welcoming, they also should take care to “uphold moral

standards.” 

Then one of the church members (a grain farmer) said, “While we’re ‘upholding moral

standards,’ let’s take care to uphold the most important moral standard of all, the big one, the one

that our Lord said was the greatest moral standard of all—love of God and neighbor. I can’t think of

any time that our Lord turned someone away because they failed to live up to some moral standard.

He was welcome personified. While we’re debating these dos and don’ts, let’s remember the two big

ones—love of God and neighbor.”

I think he got that right. It was helpful, in the middle of a church debate, to be reminded of

what’s nonnegotiable, what’s essential, the two big ones—love of God and neighbor.

By the way, after that stormy meeting, as we were gathering our things and preparing to head

out, I overheard one of the participants say to that man, “George, I disagreed with just about

everything you said tonight. I think you are wrong on this issue. But I’m still going to try hard to love

you, not because I want to, not because getting along with you is easy, but because the God I’m

trying to love has ordered me to do it. Like you say, it’s all about love of God and neighbor!”

I think both of them got that right.” (Will Willimon). Thanks be to God. Amen.

6Love in Jesus Name.ser.wpd


