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We prayed earlier "Increase in us the gifts of faith, 

hope and charity ... and make us love what you 

command" (Collect, Proper 25). Initially, I'm not quite 

sure about the "make us love what you command" 

partly because anyone telling me what I must do can 

set my back up. I run the other way, sometimes just 

for spite! Perhaps this is simply another case of the 

translation suffers a bit in our contemporary American 

society where individual rights and determination rule 

the day, often to the exclusion of building and 

sustaining community. Jesus most likely meant for us 

to see the world the way he did- to love the world and each other as he did. Yes, a mandate but 

one as Christians we should not bristle at.  

 

If you ask almost anyone why they go to church, or right now why they watch a church service 

online, the answer will most likely include something about community. Although we cherish 

our independence, we all need community. Repeated research has affirmed the impact of holding 

and cuddling newborns whether human or animals. If newborns are not held and cuddled, they 

too often fail to thrive. Connection is a fundamental human need. Connections affirm that we 

have value, that we belong, that we are important to another. In this time of pandemic when our 

normal means of physically, in-person, connecting have shifted so drastically, the need is all the 

greater that we find some way to be with others- virtually for most of us for most of our 

connections – but still a way to reach out and say “you matter to me.” In fact, research has shown 

that the lack of normal physical contact hastens dementia and the progression of that disease. I 

imagine each of you has seen the heartbreaking photos of someone living in a care community 

that can only connect with their families by going to a window and waving at their family or 

friends through that glass barrier. Connection is critical in our lives. 

 

Jesus doesn't explicitly name connection, per se, as the binding agent in the first or the second 

great commandment but it‟s there. “Love your God with all your heart, and with all your soul 

and with all your mind.” What's that but connection? A connection between you and God. “Blest 

be the tie that binds” the old hymn starts. Blest be the relationship that is centered on the one in 

whom we live and move and have our being. Blest be the tie that gives us the spiritual, moral and 

ethical compass for a live well lived.  

I like the way Eugene Peterson in his paraphrase The Message puts the two great 

Commandments: 

Jesus said, “„Love the Lord your God with all your passion and prayer and intelligence.‟ 

This is the most important, the first on any list. But there is a second to set alongside it: 

„Love others as well as you love yourself.‟ These two commands are pegs; everything in 

God‟s Law and the Prophets hangs from them. 

Just as our love for God gives us a framework for life and relationship, from that flows the 

second great commandment: love your neighbor as yourself. Two-pronged and both are 

important. Both are necessary.  
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If I don't love myself, how can I love my neighbor? If I hold myself in contempt or of little 

regard, then I can only hold my neighbor in contempt or of little regard. The lack of self-esteem: 

the lack of understanding and accepting that I am awesomely and wonderfully made, and that I 

am worthy of God's love- results in my carrying that opinion over onto others. A healthy regard 

for myself - not too hot or not too cold to take a phrase from the children's story of the three 

bears and Goldilocks. A healthy regard for myself is key to living a life that loves God, loves 

myself and thus is able to love others. 

 

Earlier this year, Bishop Jennifer gathered a group to consider the existing Mission Strategy 

program and to recommend changes focusing on Making New Disciples, Targeted Strategic 

Collaborations, and Holy Endings & New Beginnings. Among the ideas that may be put in place 

is a greater emphasis on gathering with our neighbor churches.  

 

The idea of joining together in Christ's name, as one church with different denominations, is part 

of what's behind the previous ways in which we have reached out and joined in events such as 

our Lenten soup supper and discussion series, last spring‟s Maundy Thursday ecumenical service 

that was broadcast on the local radio and so forth. Right now, we are working together on an 

ecumenical Christmas Eve Lessons and Carols – hopefully once again to be broadcast on the 

local radio, Facebook and perhaps other avenues to reach out into the community showing all 

that we can work together – across denominational lines, across theological positions and we can 

love one another as Jesus has loved us.  

To grow into what God is calling us to be requires us also to listen to each other. We all know 

that we are increasingly a divided country. Part of what drives the divide is that we have lost – or 

perhaps we never learned – how to listen to someone who holds divergent views without 

becoming defensive. To go into a conversation with the hope that we might learn something not 

that we change the mind of the other.  

In the readings for last week and we see again this week that Jesus interacts with those who 

disagree with him: the Pharisees, the Herodians, the Sadducees and others. He accepts their 

questions even as he doesn‟t accept the premise or assumptions in their questions. Even as Jesus 

knows that the questions are asked with malice and the hope of tripping Jesus up so that the 

authorities will arrest Jesus and put him to death – Jesus accepts their questions and responds. He 

responds not to the emotion in the question but rather to the underlying theological questions. 

The questions have to do with to whom do I belong: to God or to the Romans. Or how do I live 

my life in a way that honors my relationship with God, who made me and loves me. Or how do I 

live when someone wrongs me.  

When we talk with someone about a topic that matters deeply to us, the words we use are 

important. Do we frame our conversation with words that evoke equality, fairness, protecting 

vulnerable people from harm, or social justice? Or do we tend to use words that evoke group 

loyalty, respect for authority, moral purity, or religious sanctity as understood in a particular 

way. If you read again the interactions between Jesus and the Pharisees that are our Gospel for 

today, you can see Jesus is using words that appeal to them because they were a group that 

focused on moral purity, respect for authority and religious sanctity. If you think of Jesus‟s 

interaction with the rich young man, the appeal for social justice through selling all that he 
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owned and giving the proceeds to the poor were more than the young man could swallow and so 

he went away sad. Jesus uses words and images and approaches that resonate with the person or 

group asking the question. That is something we, too, might consider. Do we know each other 

well enough to know what matters to the other, which may be different from our own. 

In our Baptismal Covenant we have both approaches. We say: 

Will you continue in the apostles‟ teaching and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and 

in the prayers? 

 I will with God‟s help. 

Will you persevere in resisting evil, and whenever you fall into sin, repent and return to 

the Lord? 

 I will, with God‟s help. 

These affirmations and responses appeal to the side of us that wants religious sanctity, respects 

authority and seeks, to a greater or lesser sense, moral purity. 

On the other hand, the question and response: 

 Will you strive for justice and peace among all people and respect the dignity of every 

human being? 

  I will with God‟s help. 

This question and response appeals to our desire for fairness, social justice and equality. When 

we can keep these two approaches to conversation and interactions with each other in balance, 

we can discuss those issues that divide us without necessarily escalating into situations where 

nobody is listening, nobody is learning. The rift between us widens and our community fractures. 

God is saddened when this happens and so our relationship with God also starts to show cracks. 

The world remains a broken place. 

The hymn, Blest be the tie that binds, gives us words to ponder: 

Blest be the tie that binds 

Our hearts in Christian love; 

The fellowship of kindred minds 

Is like to that above. 

Before our Father‟s throne, 

We pour our ardent prayers; 

Our fears, our hopes, our aims are one, 

Our comforts, and our cares. 

We share our mutual woes, 

Our mutual burdens bear; 
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And often for each other flows 

The sympathizing tear.
1
 

The hymn is based, in part on 1 Corinthians 12:25 where Paul writes: “... that there may be no 

dissension within the body, but the members may have the same care for one another” (NRSV). 

Whether I seek religious sanctity and moral purity as a core value or whether I express my core 

values as centering social justice, both – all- can only occur in community.  

The second great commandment is as necessary to us as is the first. We are all connected, in 

ways great and small. We need each other and we need God. St. John‟s is a community that 

gives evidence that we acknowledge God as the source of all light and life. Rejoice in the day the 

Lord has made. Rejoice, I say, rejoice. Amen.   

 

                                                 
1
 John Fawcett, 1782.  


