Conversations with Jesus: Love Is the Answer
Matthew 22:23-46
Do you remember the movie City Slickers? It’s about three New Yorkers who are struggling with midlife crises. Two of these friends give their other friend a special birthday gift: a two-week Southwestern cattle drive.

The three men fly to New Mexico. There they spend a couple of days on a ranch to learn the ropes before setting out to help drive a herd of cattle across the wilderness. As challenging as that work is, what’s even more challenging is the tough-as-nails trail boss, Curly.
One day Curly finally has his fill of the flabby, undisciplined city slickers, and he lets them have it. Holding up his index finger, Curly tells them, “You don’t know this.”
“We don’t know what?” one of the friend asks. “Your finger?”
“No,” Curly responds, “One thing.”
He explains that only one thing is most important for our lives. We each have to discover that one thing for ourselves and then let that thing direct our lives.

In today’s reading from Matthew, a lawyer asks Jesus to name the greatest commandment in Jewish law. It would be nice to think of this attorney’s coming with the purest of intentions—as someone really looking for something to help direct his life.

But—at least according to Matthew’s telling of the story—the question is intended as a test for Jesus. It comes at the end of a lengthy scene throughout which the religious authorities of the day try to discredit Jesus.

The lawyer asking the question is a Pharisee, so he probably knows that Jewish scholars had carefully surveyed the Torah and discovered 613 commandments. To remember all 613 of those commandments, much less apply them, would be nearly  impossible. And now the attorney asks Jesus to name the greatest of all those laws.

It feels like the kind of trick question most of us dread. No matter how we answer, it feels like we’ll either be wrong or reveal something about ourselves we’d just as soon keep private. Perhaps we should respond with a witty comeback or just keep quiet.
Maybe that’s what makes Jesus’ response in this conversation even more amazing. It’s simple and direct. The greatest commandment? The answer is love. Love God will all your heart and soul and mind. And also love your neighbor.

Jesus stands there—sort of like Curly with his index finger raised. He’s not playing the Pharisees’ game. Instead, he names two halves of the “one thing” that holds the most importance. The one thing that can direct our lives.

While Jesus’ response is simple and direct, it’s not easy, is it? It’s one thing to put 613 commandments on a score card and try to keep track of how well we—and others—follow them. But it’s a whole other thing to think about loving God and others with our whole selves. To let it become a defining way to live—one we’ll need to spend the rest of our lives trying to follow.

Maybe one of the things that makes this seem so hard is that today we often think of love in terms of an emotion. It involves feeling a certain way—about God, about other people. To love is a stronger response than to like, but it’s still a passive response to something outside ourselves.
But in the Bible love isn’t strictly emotional, and it’s not passive. Hebrew scriptures point to many kinds of love, but the love Jesus refers to in his response to the lawyer is the love of Yahweh. It’s an active response to the love of God. To love God with all one’s heart and soul and mind is to choose to respond to God even as God chooses to love us. Feelings and emotions don’t enter into the equation.
And that same kind of active love extends to how we respond to other people. Early Christians understood that when Jesus said, “Love your neighbor as yourself,” he essentially was saying, “Treat all those around you as you would your own flesh and blood—as sisters and brothers who deserve equal honor and special care.” It’s not about feeling or even professing compassion. It about acting.

The popular biblical scholar and author Marcus Borg contends that in addition to loving God, we’re to love what God loves. And what does God love?
Borg points to the best known verse in the New Testament: “For God so loved the world. . . .” And he adds: “God loves the world, not just me, not just you and me, not just Christians, not even just human beings, but the whole of creation. . . . Now, of course, God doesn’t love the world simply as it is. God has, to use a phrase from Robert Frost, a lover’s quarrel with the world. God loves the world and wills that it be a better world.”

The kind of love Jesus calls us to is an active love. It’s also, according to Borg, a passionate love. It involves a passion for God. The kind of passion about which St. Augustine spoke when he wrote, “Our hearts are restless until they find their home in you.”

It also involves participating in God’s passion for the world. A passion that compels us to work to change the world in the direction of God’s dream of justice and peace for each person.

Borg argues that’s what we’re called to do—to love God and to change the world. “It’s as simple and challenging as that, and it is the way of life.”

But what does that way of life look like?

Terri Roberts has caught glimpses of that way of life from two different vantage points.


Five years ago, Terri was eating outside with a co-worker on a bright October day when an ambulance wailed nearby and a helicopter swooped overhead. As she often did at a sirens’ sound, Terri said a quick prayer.

Walking back to her office, Terri heard the phone ring. It was her husband, Chuck.

“I need you to come to Charlie’s house right away,” he said. He was referring to the home of their 32-year-old son.

Terri jumped into her car. The radio broadcast said there had been a shooting at an Amish schoolhouse in nearby Nickel Mines, Pennsylvania. Charlie sometimes parked his milk truck there.

Terri worried: What if Charlie had been shot while trying to rescue the children? What if he’d been killed?

As she pulled into her son’s driveway, she saw Chuck talking to a state trooper. She climbed out of the car and asked, “Is Charlie alive?”
The answer was no.

Earlier that day, Terri and Chuck’s son—Charles Carl Roberts IV—had shot ten Amish schoolgirls before turning the gun on himself. Five girls died. Five others were seriously wounded. The shooting shocked that quiet, rural county and horrified countless outsiders glued to the nonstop media coverage.

After the shooting, the world was riveted by the remarkable display of compassion shown by the Amish. The quiet Christian sect embraced the Roberts family and strove to forgive their troubled son.

On the day of the shooting, Terri crawled into a fetal position, feeling as if her insides were ripped apart. Chuck, a retired policeman, cried into a tea towel, unable to lift his head. He wore skin off his face wiping away tears.

Family and friends poured into the Roberts’ home in a small town about six miles from Nickel Mines. No one knew what to say. That is until later that day when an Amish neighbor named Henry arrived at the house.

Chuck had begun a second career as an “Amish taxi,” driving families to destinations farther away than horses and buggies could carry them. After the shooting, Chuck feared he could never face the Amish again.

But on that day, Henry insisted, “Roberts, we love you.” And he continued to comfort Chuck for nearly an hour.

Finally, Chuck looked up and said, “Thank you, Henry.”
Three months after the shooting, Chuck and Terri Roberts began visiting the victims and their families. Terri invited the surviving girls and their mothers to picnics and tea parties at her home.

At one tea, Terri asked the mothers to sit in a circle and share the highest and lowest points of their lives. Mary Liz King, the mother of a paralyzed girl named Rosanna, explained how her trials were different than the rest of the victims. Their daughters had died or healed, but Rosanna remained unable to move most of her body and required constant care.

At the end of the tea, Terri approached Mary Liz and offered to help care for Rosanna. Almost every Thursday evening since, Terri has visited the Kings for several hours. She sings to Rosanna, cleans her bedclothes, bathes her body, and reads Bible stories to her.

After the first few visits, Terri cried all the way home. “Lord, I can’t do this,” she said. But she went back the next week, and the next.

Terri says she wishes her son had reached out to others or to God for help in dispelling his dark moods. “We had a son who did not have peace in his life,” she says.

In a note he left before his death, Charlie said that he hated God after the death of his first child. Faced with the death of Charlie, who was her first child, Terri has chosen the opposite path.

Her son cursed God; she trusts in prayer. Her son acted out his rage; she reaches out for reconciliation.


Perhaps most importantly, Terri has experienced active and passionate love.

In the wake of an unimaginable tragedy, Terri’s Amish neighbors, including Henry, didn’t feel like practicing any kind of love. But because of their faith, they put their love into action and tried to help move the world toward God’s dream for it.

In the midst of her grief and shame, Terri often didn’t feel like doing much beyond retreating to the fetal position she’d assumed on the day of the shooting. But because of her faith, she took the risk of finding ways to practice active and passionate love. And even when she feels she can’t go on, she does—because it’s the path she believes she’s called to follow.

To love God and to change the world. As Marcus Borg reminds us, “It’s as simple and challenging as that, and it is the way of life.” Amen.


Kathryn Palen


October 23, 2011


Central Baptist Church


Jamestown, RI
PAGE  
4

