Homily Matthew 22:34-40

We have heard it many times. "You shall love the Lord, your God, with all your heart, with all
your soul, and with all your mind. This is the greatest and the first commandment. The second is
like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”

Some people dismiss this as mere “Church talk.” It makes for a good homily, but in the secular
real world, it doesn’t make any sense at all. Others may think that Jesus just reduced the
cumbersome Ten Commandments to two. Not true! Jesus “unpacked” them as we would say.
He is talking about love being something we do.

The first three Commandments address our love for God. The last seven Commandments
instruct us how to love our neighbor and ourselves. Very simply stated, God loves us so
completely that He expects three things in return. He expects us to return that love to Him, He
expects us to love our neighbor, and He expects us to love ourselves.

So how do we love God in return? The answer was given to us last week. Give to Caesar the
things that are Caesars and to God the things that are Gods. What does God want? What does
God deserve? God deserves our worship. God wants us to take time out of our crazy schedules
and give Him what He is due: our hearts, minds, and entire being spent in worship. That means
participating. It means opening our missalette and praying and singing. It is not enough to just
stand there and stare until everyone else is finished. That is not participation. We are not called
to “just be here.” We are called to active participation. All of us need to let God hear our voices
so He can read our hearts. Attending Mass should not be an “either-or” decision. God asks for a
very small piece of our time to give Him glory and praise for all that He does for us. Holy Days of
Obligation are other opportunities to give God the worship that He is due. | don’t like the name
“Holy Day of Obligation.” It's a Holy Day...another opportunity to join as our faith community and
praise God. Adding the word “Obligation” to the day changes it from something we want to do to
something we have to do whether we like it or not. There are only six Holy Days, yet it is such
an effort to fit them into a schedule, and for some, the Holy Day never makes the schedule.

Today’s Gospel makes both the need and the expectation of self-love crystal clear. It is an
important part of the greatest Commandment. It is a fact that before we can love anyone or
anything else, we must love ourselves. | recently saw a bumper sticker that read, “God don’t
make no junk.” That's true. God don’t make no junk! God made us in His image...all of us...and
what a variety we are. We are called to love all people everywhere, all the time. Nobody is
excluded. There are personalities we do not like. There are people we just tolerate and prefer to



leave them in their own world. If this is the case, what is the meaning of the Christian mandate
to love all people? Hidden in what | just said is at least part of our answer. We are dealing with a
mandate. “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” It is a Commandment...not a suggestion.

There is a lot of talk today about having a personal relationship with Jesus. It is being talked
about as though it was some new revelation. We began our personal relationship with Jesus at
our baptism. Now we are called to revisit that relationship. How do we cultivate, how do we
develop this personal relationship with Jesus? We begin with Scripture. Understanding Jesus
through His teachings and actions must be our starting point. St. Jerome tells us that “ignorance
of Scripture is ignorance of Christ.” We find Jesus waiting for us in prayer. Our unique
conversation with Him draws us closer to Him in ways that are intimate and personal. It is there
that we begin to realize that He is in us, and we are in Him. Pope St. Paul VI is to have said that
through a crack, the smoke of Satan has entered the Temple of God. We can see today that the
smoke of Satan has entered the world and has been fanned into a raging fire. A personal
relationship with Jesus is the only way to douse the flames and blow the smoke away. Of
course, we find Jesus in the Eucharist...the source and summit of who we are.

We can’t command anyone to feel affection for another person. We can’t even command
ourselves to do that. | don’t think Jesus expected us to have “warm, fuzzy feelings” for
everybody. | am not sure He cared about that. But He cared greatly about what we do to one
another. Therein lies the meaning of Christian love...it begins with a conscious commitment.
Feelings come and go, and we can’t help that. But we can help how we act. Jesus always
placed the emphasis not on how we feel, but on how we act.

So, who is our neighbor? For Jesus, our neighbor is anyone around us. Regardless of their
ethnic, religious, or socio-economic status. Jesus taught that our neighbors are not the people
who are most like us, but the ones who are most different than us. Love of God and love of
neighbor are connected. We can’t love God rightly if we do not love our neighbor. That is the
first step in cultivating a personal relationship with Jesus. Patience, joy, boldness, community,
and prayer are five great expressions of love that lead to true holiness...true relationship. As a
Deacon, | need only turn to the Book of Acts to get a clear picture of neighbor. There was a
conflict between the Hebrew speaking Jews and the Hellenists...the Greek speaking Jews. The
Greek speaking Jews were not getting a fair share of basic needs... So much for looking out for
neighbors. The Apostles took the situation to prayer and the diaconate, the call to service, was
established. The call to serve and not be served. In a biblical Church we see an expanding,
multiplying organism that shakes up the religious culture, grows like crazy, and changes the



world. Is that where we are today? In the famous Charles Dickens book, “A Christmas Carol,”
Jacob Marley sums this up beautifully. After living a life of self-focus, he screams at his partner
Ebenezer Scrooge, “Business! Mankind was my business; the common welfare was my
business, charity, mercy, forbearance, and benevolence, were all my business.”

Soon we will see signs and bumper stickers that say, “Jesus is the reason for the season.” Let’s
change that. Jesus is the reason for Salvation! The word “Revival” is the buzz word now but
what does it mean? Biblically, spiritually, it means making alive again those who have been
alive but have fallen into what is called a cold, or dead, state. | say we don’t need to revive
Jesus. We need to revive ourselves. Jesus is the same today, yesterday, and forever. He is the
Way the Truth and the Life. Somehow, this has been lost or at least put on the back burner of
our lives. We need to come out of our cold, dead, state and like those walking on the road to
Emmaus, let our hearts be set on fire as they become one with Christ.

The last story that Jesus ever told was His parable of the final judgment. And it all has to do with
deeds. Feelings are completely omitted. He does not say, “| was hungry, and you felt sorry for
me. | was sick and you had sympathy for me.” All of that might have been nice, but Jesus never
mentioned it. The only thing that counted with Jesus was that the hungry were fed, the naked
were clothed, and the sick and prisoners were visited. Therein lies the roots of relationship.
Therein lies the grace for cultivating a true and sustainable relationship with Jesus.



