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Texts: Deuteronomy 34:1-12; Psalm 90:1-6, 13-17; 1 Thessalonians 2:1-8; 
and Matthew 22:34-46

Maybe you have heard it. In one of those morning radio contests, a DJ 
invited people to call in and share the first words they uttered when they got 
out of bed that morning. Lots of the calls were familiar to our own: “Honey, 
will you get the coffee.” “I can’t believe I turned off the alarm instead of hitting 
snooze.” “I’m late.” And so on. But then when the DJ answered this one call and 
said hello he got quite a different response. “Hello, what was the first thing you 
said this morning when you got out of bed this morning?” The response: 

“Hear O Israel, the Lord your God, the Lord your God is One.  
You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart,  
with all your soul, with all your mind and your strength.” 

The DJ didn’t know what to do with that one and simply moved on to the 
next call.

It is the Shema and is what many faithful Jews have said for centuries 
when they get up in the morning. No doubt it was the words Jesus likely said 
every morning he woke. 

That is why it is so profound that Jesus would add to it. Both affirm it 
and flesh it out. That loving God and loving neighbor would be forever linked 
together. 

We are presented with the Gospel in a nutshell today. 
Jesus reminds us that our love for God is not restricted to just matters of 

the heart, it is not restricted to the head, but we love with everything we are. 
Transformation only happens when we, as Dietrich Bonhoeffer said, “put 

our whole existence under the Gospel.”
Loving God and loving neighbor. 
Dr. Tom Long calls this scene here in Matthew Jesus’ final exam.
On the surface, the question “Which is the greatest commandment?” 

doesn’t seem like much of a test. But the question about which of the 613 com-



Our Whole Selves • October 26, 2014 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • page 2

mandments in the Law was the greatest was hotly debated at the time. Some 
held that they were equally important; others that a little ranking was needed 
to keep up so people could make practical applications in daily life. 

So Jesus is being posed here with a hot debating question meant, of 
course, to make him stumble.

You know as well as I do that, there is no debate like a religious debate 
and that’s what Jesus has on his hands. Religious disputes are extremely dif-
ficult to handle because everyone engaged in a religious dispute claims to have 
God on their side. Everyone involved in a religious debate claims to speak for 
God, and when a person is convinced that he or she speaks for God, there is re-
ally not much, if anything, that anyone else can say.

Now they are trying to trap Jesus and make him step in it so he can be 
rightly tried, so in that way it is Jesus’ final exam before religious authorities 
who wanted Jesus gone.

No wonder that in the history of humanity, every religious reformer, 
every person who attempted to challenge, reinterpret, or broaden the tradi-
tional long-standing religious views of the faithful has been met with opposi-
tion and sometimes even violence.  

And it all comes from people who believe they/we, are defending God. I 
am sure though that God can take care of Himself without us.  

Often debates can be a bit of a diversion from the question about how 
well we love God and neighbor.

Should sermons be allowed to be subpoenaed or not? 
Organs or guitars, loud or soft, long sermon or short sermon, hymns I 

know or hymns I don’t, Republican or Democrat, liberal or conservative, Coke 
or Pepsi, coffee or tea?

Some of these are not unimportant. (Coffee really is the best). But at 
Jesus’ invitation here we are given the commandment on which hangs every-
thing else. So the litmus-test question for us becomes: what of anything helps 
us to love God and then love my neighbor best?
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Jesus, having answered the Greatest Commandment question here, seiz-
es the initiative and becomes the test giver (22:41-45). He addresses a theo-
logical question to the Pharisees with their hope of a future Messiah in the line 
of David. He asks whose son the Messiah is supposed to be. After a back and 
forth, the passage ends on an ominous note: 

“No one was able to give him an answer, nor from that day did  
anyone dare to ask him any more questions.”

It’s harder to take a test than it is to give one isn’t it?
Will we love God so well that our neighbor is loved and will we love our 

neighbor so well that we love God well?
The two are inextricably linked together.
While serving in the Westbury congregation and living in the neighbor-

hood, our neighbor church, St. John’s Presbyterian dreamed and finalized a 
wonderful opportunity for their ministry. 

In some vacant space on their property, they partnered with other or-
ganizations, including the renowned Presbyterian Children’s Home, to build a 
small set of duplexes for single mothers and their children. These moms and 
their children would go through an extensive screening process and have a 
caseworker on site to walk them through a restart to life. 

The neighborhood association got wind of this and began to stir up 
havoc. Maybe some of you remember this from the news. Maybe some of you 
live in that neighborhood.

This organization, through a great deal of fear mongering, began to place 
yard signs in their lawns in opposition to this project, stirring up wild ideas 
that it would increase violent crime in the neighborhood and other kinds of 
nonsense. 

And the slogan for these signs was “love thy neighborhood.” 
Yes you heard that right. 
They took this commandment to love neighbor, which is exactly what 

the church was doing with these moms in a profound way, and twisted it to 
serve their own purposes. 
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I was so proud of our Westbury congregation. As their neighbor church, 
we got wind that people were picketing their church parking lot on Sundays. 
So after our own worship service we walked across our lawns through that 
parking lot and prayed with them on their campus in a show of solidarity and 
support.

Yeah, what Jesus had in mind here is a different sort of neighborhood 
— one where neighbors love every kind of neighbor, especially the ones who 
might need it the most. 

At one of those award ceremonies years ago Mr. Rogers was given a life 
time achievement award and the actor presenting it said, “Welcome to Fred 
Rogers, the best neighbor many of us have ever had,” albeit through a TV 
screen.

It was Mr. Fred Rogers, Presbyterian minister and child development ex-
pert who said, “we live in a world in which we need to share responsibility. It’s 
easy to say, it’s not my child, it’s not my community, it’s not my world, it’s not 
my problem. Then there are those who see the need and respond. Those are 
my heroes.”

You know, in an age when the word “love” is greatly abused, it is impor-
tant to remember that the primary component of love, as the Bible speaks of it,  
is not just affection but commitment. To love God and to love our neighbor is 
to be committed to their well-being and to the common good as a whole. 

People who love God and in turn love their neighbor are hope for the fu-
ture. Hope for the future is not modernity and its enlightenments and advanc-
es or our vague notions of social progress. Hope for the future will be known 
in a people who know they are loved by God, who love that God in return and 
who love neighbors as a result. 

Hear this from Father Pedro Arruppe: 
“What you are in love with, what seizes your imagination, will af-
fect everything. It will decide what will get you out of bed in the 
morning, what you will do with your evenings, how you will spend 
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your weekends, what you read, who you know, what breaks your 
heart, and what amazes you with joy and gratitude. Fall in love 
with God, stay in love and it will decide everything.”

One more thing from Mr. Rogers, who taught us well. There was a boy, a 
teenager, who was severely handicapped with cerebral palsy: The people en-
trusted to take care of him when he was little did not treat him well, we’ll leave 
it at that. He grew up with such a bitterness and self-loathing that he would 
hit himself hard, with his own fists, and tell his mother on the computer he 
used to communicate, that he didn’t want to be alive. This young man was still 
watching Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood at age 14, and the boy’s mother some-
times thought that Mr. Rogers was keeping her son alive.

Then one day Mr. Rogers was making a trip to California and decided to 
pay a visit to the teenager with cerebral palsy. At first, the boy was made very 
nervous by the thought that Mr. Rogers was visiting him. He was so nervous, in 
fact, that when Mr. Rogers did visit, he got mad at himself being nervous and 
began hitting himself, and his mother had to take him to another room. 

Mr. Rogers waited patiently and when the boy came back, Mister Rogers 
said, “I would like you to do something for me. Would you do something for 
me?’” 

On his computer, the boy answered yes. 
“I would like you to pray for me. Will you pray for me?,” Mr. Rogers 

requested.
The boy was shocked because nobody had ever asked him for something 

like that, ever. The boy had always been prayed for. The boy had always been 
the object of prayer, and now he was being asked to pray for Mr. Rogers, and 
although at first he didn’t know if he could do it, he said he would, he said he’d 
try, and ever since then he keeps Mr. Rogers in his prayers and doesn’t talk 
about death anymore because he figures Mr. Rogers needs him to pray and 
that Mr. Rogers is close to God, and if Mr. Rogers likes him, that must mean God 
likes him, too.
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Mr. Rogers was asked how he knew what to say to make the boy feel bet-
ter. He responded: “Oh, heavens no! I didn’t ask him for his prayers for him; I 
asked for me. I asked him because I think that anyone who has gone through 
challenges like that must be very close to God.”

This sounds like the love of God and the love of neighbor all wrapped up 
together. 

I had the real privilege yesterday to officiate the funeral of a 95-year-old 
woman from another congregation I served. I knew this woman well. We had 
walked through much together in her later years. It was really after the service 
during their covered-dish lunch that I learned her essence though in one sin-
gular form.

A woman approached me with that dreaded question, “You don’t know 
my name do you?”

Uh oh!  “Please tell me,” I said.
“I was a neighbor of Marie’s, just around the corner. I did not attend this 

church while you were here, but I am a member now.”
“Wonderful, when did that begin?” I asked. 
“Well Marie had moved to Ohio to be cared for by her family, but she 

would always call and check on me and has been encouraging me to go to this 
church for a long time. I finally relented but said you know I’m in a wheel chair 
and it was Easter and I didn’t want to come because I wasn’t sure I’d have a 
place for me in the sanctuary to sit.” 

I told Marie this, and she said, “I’ll call you back.” 
When she called back she had arranged for someone to meet me at the 

church the day before, find the way in and plan where I would sit. Marie then 
instructed this man to cone off a good parking space for me so that when I 
showed up I could get right in.”

“Sure enough, when I arrived, it was all laid out for me. And I’ve been 
here ever since.”

All of this after her neighbor had moved to Ohio!



Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.
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This woman I helped lay to rest never retired from life. She never retired 
from loving God and loving her neighbor even across miles and distance. 

She proved once more that neighbors are near and neighbors are far 
away. 

We can love others this way because we have been loved first by God 
and we are grateful.


