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IT’S ALL ABOUT LOVE                                         Leviticus 19:1–2, 15–18

                                                                                                              Psalm 1
                                                                                            Matthew 22:34–46

To the lawyer, Jesus said:

“ ‘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.”                     —Matthew 22:37–40

It’s all about love. Indeed, the language of love is central to the Bible. And every aspect of Christian theology is in the last analysis a commentary on the theme of love.  God is “love.” Jesus Christ is the “beloved son” whom God sent into the world because “God so loved the world.”  Love is the “fruit of the Sprit.” The whole of Christian ethics—the “law and the prophets”—is summed up in the command to love God and to love the neighbor as one’s self.

And yet, we as a Christian community need constantly to return to the theme of love and see it afresh, simply because the language of love has been so spoiled and debased in our North American context. In religious circles, it is overused and sentimentalized. “God loves you and so do I”, Robert Schuller of the Crystal Cathedral used to say over and over again, until the language was rendered meaningless. In our culture, everyone seems to love everyone (and yet we know it is not the case). Moreover, a crass and manipulative association with sex distorts the language of love. All of this makes it difficult for the Christian community to appropriate the language of love in a way that is true to the spirit of the Gospel.
 
Now, the commandment to love God and to love the neighbor as one’s self includes the love of God, yes, and the love of neighbor, certainly, and also the love of one’s self. “Love your neighbor as yourself.” If we human beings cannot love ourselves, we cannot love our neighbor or God.

Let’s begin, then, with the love of self. Here, too, we run into a great difficulty, for there are lots of people who for one reason or another do not love themselves, and, on the other hand, there are lots of people who love themselves too much. Both of these, the lack of love for one’s self or the exaggerated love of one’s self raise problems when it comes to our love for other human beings. If I am unable to love myself, then I may well end up trying to lose myself in the other. Having no integrity of self, I will depend on the other to fulfill my life, to give my life meaning. I may even open myself to being dominated by another. Christian scriptures have not always been helpful. In the writings of Paul there are the “wives” who are commanded to be obedient to their husbands. (I need to add that a number of scholars maintain that these words were not really written by Paul but were later introduced as an addendum to his letters.)  

On the other hand, there are those who love themselves far too much. This is narcissistic love, love that is selfish and self-absorbing. Such love is so protective of self, so in love with self, that it is incapable of genuine involvement in the life of the other. Such love can lead to the domination of the other. Others exist for me and the enhancement of my own self. In its milder version, this kind of love results in paternalism, a looking down on others. I love others in order to enhance my own self-importance. In its more tragic version, this kind of love results in regarding others as objects, which in society can lead others to use others for economic gain, and in the marriage or partnership relationship can lead one to engage in abuse. 
 
How, then, are we to love ourselves? Surely, we ought to regard ourselves as God regards us, and that is with compassion. That means that we may not always like ourselves, but that we will accept ourselves just as we are, and at the same time, love ourselves for the human beings we may become. This is how God loves us, and this is how we should love ourselves, not hating ourselves nor regarding ourselves more highly than we ought, but loving ourselves as we are and as we may become.  
It is only with this kind of love of self that we can love our neighbor. There is a proverb written by the Spanish poet, Antonio Machado Y Ruizo.
Christ teaches love your neighbor as yourself.   
But never forget he (or she) is someone else.
Love of neighbor is being with, not being over the other, nor being under the other, but being with the other. Both the self and the other are human beings, each with their own worth and integrity and qualities. Indeed, each and every human being has the capacity of possessing unique qualities, including knowledge, wisdom, spiritual strength, moral sensibility, commitment, faith, insightful speech, and so on. These qualities, however, are means rather than ends. The end to which our individual qualities are directed is the possibility of communion with the other. Without love, without communion between human beings, our human qualities are worthless. This is the truth that makes I Corinthians Chapter 13 such an important scriptural passage: 
If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, and do not have love, I am nothing.        —1 Corinthians 13:1–2

In truth, what good is it for one to have a quality or a gift if it is not shared in communion with others. If it were not for our capacity to be in communion with others, our personal qualities and gifts would remain both undeveloped and unfulfilled. God created us to be with others in love.
The end of human life is to be with one another, to be in loving relationships with other human beings, marked not by hierarchy or subservience, submission or domination, but mutuality, interdependence, communion, dialogue, cooperation, sympathy, sharing, and concord.  

The love that enables us to be with others, to be in communion with others, is desperately needed in our society which has experienced over the years a breakdown in communal life, both the life of families and the life of the larger community itself. It is sad and even tragic that in our society neighbor no longer knows neighbor. As a result, people more and more feel alone and isolated. This is not the intention of creation. We were created to be with one another, in relationship with one another and in relationship with the earth itself. Our consideration of neighbor love is timely indeed. Leilani and I ourselves, when our dog was alive, made a commitment not only to know the names of the dogs we encountered when we walked our Oscar but to know the names of their owners as well. However, knowing the names of our neighbors is only a first step towards really knowing them and being with them.
There is, of course, a link between the love of neighbor and the love of God. The first epistle of John says it this way:
``God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them . . . Those who say, “I love God,” and hate their brothers and sisters are liars; for those who do not love a 

brother or sister whom they have seen cannot love God whom they have not seen.  The commandment we have from him is this: those who love God must love their brothers and sisters also.                                                          —1 John 4:16b. 20–21

The commandment to love God and to love one’s neighbor as one’s self—it’s all about love. Thousands of sermons could be given on the theme of love and there would always be one more thing to say. This morning, I will say just one more thing. When it comes to love, we need always to be in touch with the spirit of the Gospel as taught and lived by Jesus. And Jesus surely teaches us by his words and his life that our love for God and neighbor must be expansive rather than restrictive. We need to remember that the kind of love Jesus practiced went far beyond the confines of the Levitical holiness code. In that code, neighbor was defined as a fellow Jew. The word “neighbor” did not include the stranger and the alien, although there are instructions to care for them also. Nor did neighbor include the Jew who had blatantly transgressed the law. Jesus changed all that. For him, neighbor came to include everyone who crossed his path.  His table was an open table. His love was an inclusive love. For him love meant justice for the poor, forgiving the sinner, feeding the hungry, loving the enemy, and welcoming the stranger.  

My friends, it’s all about love, expansive love, inclusive love, love made possible because God first loved us and in Christ Jesus has come to be with us forever. With all this in mind, let us in our turn love God with all our heart and soul and mind and our neighbor as ourselves, this day and always.  
