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A Homily by      “Love our neighbours as ourselves.”
The Rev’d Jo Popham          Nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost

October 23, 2011
Matthew 22:34-46

The final test that the Pharisees came up with for Jesus was to ask an often debated

one among Jews. Of the 613 laws in Torah, which is the most important?

613? Yes, 613. We have a hard enough time recalling all ten commandments of

Moses, much less all 613 Jewish laws. Jesus answered rightly, “You shall love the Lord

your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.” But then

Jesus went further. He quoted Leviticus adding “You shall love your neighbor as

yourself.” And he said that the second commandment was like the first – was to be given

the same weight as the first.

One of the first commentaries on this second commandment that Christ Jesus gave us

is in James (2: 1-17). In the Letter of James we are to understand that when Christ said

“love your neighbour as yourself,” he was essentially saying, “treat all those around you

as you would your own flesh and blood” – as sisters and brothers in one family,

deserving of special care and equal honour.

Loving one another, loving our neighbours, even strangers, is a really tall order. And

to love others as though they were our blood relatives, now that is even harder. But I

want to go one step farther. I suggest that loving oneself may the hardest for us. And if

we are to live into the two great commandments that Christ gave us, we need to

appreciate who we are and whose we are – we need to live as one loved by God, so that

we can love ourselves.

Why is this so important, we might ask? Because all the law and the prophets hang on

it, my friends. Everything that we are taught about God, everything that God has revealed

about Godself, is dependent upon how we live into the two great commandments.
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I set a lot of store in this. I trust entirely that it is by God’s grace and God’s grace

alone, that I am who I am, doing what I do as faithfully as I possibly can, here in this

place, at this time, because of God’s love for me. And because God loves me, because I

am precious to God, I must care for me. All I am and all I have is a gift from God. I am

because God loves me and has cared for me. Now I would have liked to have known this

earlier in my life. I would not have driven my little red convertible Volkswagen up and

over the levee time after time – to see how high I could fly – had I realized how much

God loves me and wants me to love myself so that I can love others. But it is never too

late to embrace who we are and whose we are. I drive much more conservatively now,

well, most of the time, well, at least when I have someone else in my truck. It is never too

late to live as a precious child of God. We are all deserving of God’s special care and

honour. We are. If we actively pursue a relationship with God, we cannot help but love

ourselves and our neighbours. And how do we develop a right relationship with God? We

can begin by study of Holy Scripture.1 We can delve into the Bible anew, keeping in

mind God’s love for us all the while. It still amazes me how Scripture speaks to us

differently at different times of our lives.

The Pharisees – and most certainly the lawyer among them who asked Jesus which

was the most important of God’s laws – thought they were experts in Biblical

interpretation. The first and great commandment everyone understood: “You shall love

the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.”

This is the central portion of the shema, the Jewish prayer that even little children could

recite: they prayed as we do to love the Lord their God, with all their hearts, souls, and

might. Loving God with all your heart meant with their will. Loving God with all your

soul meant with their lives. Loving God with all your might meant with their wealth.

Matthew changed might to mind. In our daily prayers in the Book of Alternative Services

we have the option to affirm our faith using The Apostles Creed or this version of the
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shema that Jesus taught the Pharisees:

Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One.
Love the Lord your God
with all your heart,
with all your soul,
with all your mind,
and with all your strength.
This is the first and the great commandment.
The second is like it:
Love your neighbour as yourself.
There is no commandment greater than these.

The greatest and first commandment to love the Lord your God was the answer that the

Pharisees expected. But to love your neighbour as yourself – that was problematic. The

lawyer was scratching his head. The Pharisees were pondering why Jesus would answer

using a lesser known – even obscure – Levitical text: “Love your neighbour as yourself.”

How can we love our neighbour as ourselves? What is the right form of self-love? Is

self love Biblical? Yes, and no. We hear it in Jesus’s command to love our neighbour as

ourselves. It is assumed to be true that we love ourselves, some scholars say. But is it

commanded that we love ourselves? Many Biblical scholars say that Jesus’s second

commandment hardy commands self-love. Indeed there are many Biblical texts that

suggest our lives should be focused on others rather than ourselves. In Philippians we

hear “Instead of being motivated by selfish ambition or vanity, each of you should, in

humility, be moved to treat one another as more important than yourself” (2:3). Surely

Jesus’s radical hospitality of treating others better than himself is our model. And his

extreme sacrifice is our best example. Many say that self-absorption is part of human

nature. On our continent it has become a hallmark of what it means to be human, it

seems. But we cannot blame Matthew’s reading for the anarchy and narcissism that we

see all too often on the news and even in one another?

But often I see also the extreme opposite. Many young and old North Americans have
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a sense of worthlessness. Rather than being absorbed with themselves, rather than valuing

themselves more than they ought, they place little value in their lives. To love our

neighbour as one who already loves themselves is lost to them. For some it may be

difficult to love others for the very reason that they cannot love themselves. So what do

we do if we do not love ourselves? We behave as though we do. Not in a self-absorbed

21st century manner, but as one who truly trusts that God loves us. Acting as though we

love ourselves can lead to loving ourselves. It can. Living into the loving person God

wants us to be – even when we do not fully believe in ourselves – can lead to believing in

ourselves more and more fully and loving ourselves and others more and more fully.

I believe that it is our calling to love abundantly, to love as much as we are humanly

able. Jesus – in his life and in his teaching – expressed God’s love for us perfectly. Love

God and love your neighbour as yourself. Everything hangs on that love. May we love

the Lord our God, with all our hearts, with all our souls, with all our minds, and with all

our strength. And may we love our neighbours as ourselves.

Lord, let it be so.
Amen.

                                                  
1 See Leviticus 19:18 (You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against any of

your people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the Lord.), Matthew

19:18 (Honor your father and mother; also, You shall love your neighbor as yourself.),

Galatians 5:14 (For the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, “You shall

love your neighbor as yourself.”), James 2:8 (You do well if you really fulfill the royal

law according to the scripture, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”), Ephesians

5:29 (For no one has ever hated his own body but he feeds it and takes care of it, just as

Christ also does the church.).


