Matthew 22:34-40, NRSV
*When the Pharisees heard that he had silenced the Sadducees, they gathered together, >and one
of them, a lawyer, asked him a question to test him. " Teacher, which commandment in the law
is the greatest?" *"He said to him, " 'You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and
with all your soul, and with all your mind.' **This is the greatest and first commandment. **And
a second is like it: 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself.' *°On these two commandments
hang all the law and the prophets."

(slide #1)
"The Two Dimensions of Love"

Do we have any baseball fans? 1 know, I know. Most of us would like
baseball more if the Indians started hitting the ball.

(slide #2) Does anyone remember Nomar Garciaparra? He used to play for
the Red Sox; he now plays for the Dodgers—a solid player. Off the ball diamond,
Nomar's probably most recognizable as the husband of soccer star Mia Hamm. On
the diamond, he's probably most recognizable as the "Human Rain Delay," with all
due respect to Mike Hargrove, who played before I remember. In between every
pitch, Garciaparra does this thing with his batting gloves in which he rapidly
unstraps and tightens the gloves several times—in between every pitch!
Superstitious baseball players...

I remember an interview that Nomar did a few years ago in which he was
asked a question, something to the effect of, about his approach to hitting tough
pitchers. His response was something like: "I don't mean to be arrogant, but it's all
about me." Now, he went on to explain his answer, so that it didn't sound so
braggadocios. That particular line, which—in defense of Nomar—a good friend of
mine and I intentionally took out of context, has become a running gag for several
years between us. If ever something happens that requires a good inside joke, one
of us will say: "I don't mean to be arrogant, but it's all about me." By the way,
when someone says, "I don't mean to be ," that's usually exactly what
they mean to be.

Listen: It's not about me. Sometimes I just think it is. Rick Warren was
right. He opens his famous book The Purpose-Driven Life with that line: "It's not
about you." Why? Because we need to hear it.

We are surrounded by a culture that screams at us virtually every moment of
every day that life is all about us. And, if we're honest, we also join in on the
screaming from time to time, whether we mean to or not. Look at the
advertisements in a magazine or on television or on billboards or in your mail or in
your E-mail—shall I continue this list of advertisement media?

Let me show you a magazine... (slide #3)



Or my e-mail from ONE day last week—ONE DAY...

(health products, diet products, business offers, elite businessmen
organizations, male enhancement products—where does that junkmail come from,
anyway? And my personal favorite, DELL computer products...) (slide #4)

It's all about me! WRONG!

Now, if you use any of this stuff, fine. But understand that advertisements,
while focused on selling things, play on a basic human trait—namely, the desire to
be the center of the universe. I want to weigh the proper weight. I want to wear
the proper clothes. I want to make the proper money. I want to be associated
with the proper people. I WANT TO BE NOTICED! And, paradoxically, 1
WANT TO BE NORMAL, i.e., I DON'T WANT TO STICK OUT!

Listen. I am making no bones about it. There is a battle for our souls. And
one of the greatest ways to keep us from God, or at least of weakening our faith, is
to convince us—Ilittle by little—to trade REAL love for a counterfeit, namely, self-
focus. The Bible is replete with scriptural lessons which speak to this ubiquitous
human illness. In a few moments, I am going to focus on Jesus' summation.

(slide #5)

It's not about you. And it's not about me.

In the scripture this morning, Jesus is asked to condense the Word of God
into a couple of brief soundbites—and this is before 24/7 news! "Teacher," they
ask, "which commandment in the law is the greatest?" Or, in other words, "Jesus,
tell us what the point of living God's way is." It's a good question, though the
Pharisees obviously ask it with wrong motives—trying to make Jesus slip-up.

Nevertheless, because it's a valuable question, Jesus gives a straightforward
analysis. Here it is. It's two-fold. It's vertical and it's horizontal. It's vertical,
between us and God—"You shall love the Lord your God..." It's horizontal,
between us and other people—"Y ou shall love your neighbor as yourself..."

"Love the Lord your God..." "Love your neighbor as yourself..." Absolute
genius. Well, he is Jesus, after all. But where did these commandments come
from? It will help us to understand Jesus more fully to look deeper at the actual
texts from which he draws his assessment of what the scriptures are basically
trying to tell us about faithfulness to God.

(slide #6) The first—Love the Lord your God—comes from Deuteronomy
6, the well-known "Shema," thus called because of the Hebrew word that starts
verse. Shema means: "Listen up!" "Listen up, Israel! The LORD your God, the
LORD is One. Love God with every aspect of your being." Jesus tells us that this



is the greatest commandment. This is the core principle. You and I are here to
love the God who first loved us. If we don't get this first part right, nothing
hereafter matters.

THIS is the foundation! LOVE GOD. Be faithful to God. Not just
partially. Not just on Sunday morning. Not just with people who agree with you.
Not just when things in life are peachy. LOVE GOD, period. Love God with
every aspect of who you are.

Are there secret compartments in your life? That's not loving God with all
that you have. After you leave church, do you leave your relationship with God on
the threshold? That's not loving God with all that you have. Love God, with ALL
your heart, with ALL your soul, and with ALL your mind. Funny, the Greek word
there 6An (hola), translated "all" really means "ALL", as in whole, complete, total,
ALL. It means everything! Now, do any of us actually achieve this kind of love,
probably not. But we say in Methodism that we're moving toward it. And in order
for me to love God with my WHOLE heart, I have to first let go of the piece of my
heart devoted to ME! And it's a BIG piece.

Does your life feel a little out of whack? A little out of control, maybe?
Perhaps it can be traced to this foundational piece. Maybe, just maybe, we don't
really love God with our whole heart. Maybe we like the parts of God that we
think match us. Maybe Christianity is for us a means by which to affirm what we
already think, and our love of God is really just a love for our own opinion. Here's
a good test case: If the Word of God never challenges your thinking in life, either
you've already been made perfect (unlikely) OR you have formed God into your
own image. Albert Schwietzer is was who said that those who study Jesus have a
tendency to look into the deep well of his being and see only their own reflection.
"Love the Lord" means to give up our own sense of lordship. This vertical love
means that God is in charge, not us.

Alright. That's the first part, the vertical love relationship. Love God.

Part two. This is the horizontal love relationship. Love your neighbor at
least as well as you love yourself. Where does this verse come from?

(slide #7) Jesus is quoting everybody's favorite book of the Bible, Leviticus.
Yes, there is some really good stuff in there. It's just that all the talk of priestly
duties and proper sacrifice techniques can be a bit dry. But chapter 19 is pure
genius. If you only read one chapter of Leviticus, let it be that. Let me show you.

Open up your Bibles to Leviticus and we'll have a quick little Bible study.
Leviticus is relatively easy to find—it's the third book in the Bible: Genesis,
Exodus, Leviticus. Now, in saying "Love your neighbor," Jesus is quoting a small
portion of chapter 19, verse 18. Basic tenet of Bible study: always read the
context, if you are at all able. 1t will bring incredible clarity to the text. You see,



Jesus isn't just quoting verse 18, he's essentially referencing the entire first half of
the chapter. Let me show you. Watch closely; we're moving fast because of time.

(slide #8) Verse 2—Be holy, as the Lord is holy.

Verse 3—Honor your father and mother; Keep the Sabbath.

Verse 4—Do not make idols.

Any of this sounding familiar?

(slide #9) Verses 5-8—Be holy in your sacrifices. Ifyou're going to do it
do it right.

Verses 9-10—Don't reap to the very edge of your field. Translation:
Don't try to sap every last nickel out of what you own. Remember, there are other
people who need what you've been given.

I preached on these last two verses in my previous church, a very rural
church, and I received an e-mail the next day from a parishioner who told me about
some medical bills that she had incurred which she wasn't going to be able to cover
herself. One of her fellow churchgoers actually did this, though I don't know if it
was a result of the verse itself. He left several rows of corn for her to sell, to help
pay for the work that she was having done. There's the Word of God in action.
Amazing. God's Word still makes sense. Continuing on in Leviticus.

(slide #10) Verse 11—Don't steal, cheat or lie to one another.

Verse 12—Don't employ God as a witness to your own dishonesty. /n
other words: Don't associate God with your sin.

Stay with me, now. We're almost there.

(slide #11) Verse 13—Again, don't cheat or steal from your neighbor.
Don't hold wages overnight. What?! I only get paid once every two weeks!
Different world, different time. In those days, and in many places around the
world, you need the pay to go to buy your family food every evening. Basic
translation: Don't keep something that is rightfully your neighbor's until you feel
like giving it to them.

(slide #12) Verse 14—Don't make fun of the deaf or trip up the blind.
Don't take advantage of someone's weakness, even in jest. 1love how the verse
ends, by the way—very parental. It's almost as if God is saying: I'm watching
you...don't make me stop this car.

Verse 15—Don't show favoritism. Treat everyone as a child of God, no
matter what you can get out of them. When you do, your making it about you!

Verse 16—Don't slander other people. It does no one any good. And:
Don't profit from your neighbor's pain, and don't cause it, either.

(slide #13) Verse 17—Don't harbor hatred in your heart; instead, speak
frankly to each other.

(slide #14) Verse 18—Now, we're finally here. No revenge, no grudges.
And that's how you love your neighbor as yourself.



(slide #15) There are two dimensions of love: Love God (the vertical) and
Love your Neighbor (the horizontal). If either of these is off, we will be off,
period. We're about to share in Holy Communion. It's not about you (or me). It's
about Jesus, the One who died so that our lives would be set right. We need to
take a few moments to humbly prepare our hearts. In this time, I invite you to
consider whether your life is defined by these two loves.
Do you really love God with ALL your heart?
Do you really love your neighbor with the same love that you have for yourself?
Let us pray and admit our sin and our weakness to the God who made us,
who wants us to be right with him and right with each other...



