Homily: Mark 12:28b-34

Today’s Gospel story takes place in Jerusalem. "Sacrifice" is mentioned in both the Second
Reading and the Gospel. There are clear links with the Temple, the Old Testament and Jewish
Law. A Scribe approaches Jesus. This Scribe was an expert in interpreting the Law. At that
time, there were 613 precepts of the Law, 248 commands, and 365 prohibitions for the people
to follow: way too many for an ordinary person to grasp.

The Scribe asks a question that was the subject of debate in those times: Of all these many
laws which was the most central, the most basic, the one that summed up all the others? Jesus
reaches into the Law and combines one Scripture from Deuteronomy and one from Leviticus.
Deuteronomy 6:5 says, “Love your God with all that you are.” Leviticus 19:18 says, “Love your
neighbor as yourself.” What is really important is that Jesus tied these two together and together
they form the cross of love’s command: Love deep...all the way up to God and love wide...all
the way to your neighbor. We cannot choose to love God and be unconcerned about the world
around us. We cannot choose to be involved with social issues and substitute that concern for a
devotion to God. A follower of God cannot separate the two. We love deep and wide, or our love
is crippled.

Love is a strange command. Other commandments and rules are precise. We know what it
means to steal, to lie, and to kill. But love is open ended. Loving God and loving others can
make endless demands; but as we grow in one, we grow in the other. Jesus always comes and
accepts us where we are: but we tend to paint all people with the same cynical brush. We do
this so easily with social structure, races, age groups, and many of the other labels that we hear
every day. We use so many labels. Based on our previous experience with people we know, we
stereotype them before they say a word.

Notice how Jesus receives this man. Jesus lovingly accepts and responds to the man. In putting
the two commandments together Jesus lays the foundation for the Christian vision. The road to
the Kingdom of God is paved with love. Like Jesus, we cannot separate our love of God from
loving ALL those around us. Sometimes we see our sins just as offences against God, even
when the action is directed against another person. We may go to confession, get forgiveness
and feel the matter is finished. We turn to God for forgiveness, when what is also needed is
forgiveness from and reconciliation with the persons or the people we have hurt.

In the first letter of John we read, “If we cannot love the neighbor we can see, how can we love
the God we cannot see? (cf. 1 John 4:20)” This invites the question, “Who is our neighbor?”
Following Christ’s teachings, our neighbor is anyone who needs our love, our concern, or who
shows love and concern for us, transcending all barriers and independent of like or dislike,
approval or disapproval.



Jesus gives us a blueprint. First, we must love God with our whole heart. The heart refers to our
deepest desires. It is the secret core of our being, where we are truly ourselves. The heart is our
place of covenant with God. It is the place where, as made in His image and likeness, we have
our deepest relationship with Him. To love God with all our hearts means to desire Him, to allow
ourselves to feel and to feed a burning desire deep within us to know Him better, to follow Him
better, and to be united to Him. We are called to infuse our heart with Christ’s love.

Jesus tells us to love with our soul. When Jesus invites us to love God with all our souls, He is
inviting us to turn our desire for God into decisions directed toward God. What is unique about
the human soul is that we have the capacity to make free choices. Plants and animals do not.
They are programmed by genetics and instinct only. A rose can't decide to make a career
change and become a daisy. A lion can’t decide to become a giraffe. However, human beings
have this amazing capacity to freely choose and determine not only what we will do, but what
kind of person we will become. By our choices we become a certain type of person. If we
choose to repeatedly lie and steal, we become the kind of person who does those things—a liar
and a thief. If we repeatedly choose to serve others and to fulfill our duties as God’s children, we
become the kind of person who does those things. By loving God with all our souls, we make
choices that direct us to God, to live as God created us to live, to obey all the other
commandments, to say "yes" to God's plan for our lives. Every waking moment we are making
decisions, making choices. Every time we make a choice for God — we choose to live as God
wants us to live; we choose to become the person God wants us to be.

Jesus invites us to love God with all our minds. We have to ask ourselves - what do we think
about all the time? Are we self-absorbed, or are we lovers of God and his Kingdom? Jesus
taught us in Matthew (6:33) that we are to “seek the kingdom of God.” In other words, set our
hearts on God's Kingdom first. It is hard for us to control our thoughts. They run a hundred miles
an hour and sometimes seem to have no rhyme or reason. To love God with our minds means
getting control of our thoughts, and learning, with God's help, to see and understand ourselves,
others, and the world around us as God does. It means seeking and filling up our minds with the
truth. We can't do that if we are constantly filling up our minds with the latest gossip, the latest
reality show, the latest rumors, the most recent installment of the latest best-selling scandalous
novel, and the latest social media news. We have to take time to learn about our faith, about
God's plan for our lives. We have to make an effort to counteract the lies of our secular culture
and fill our minds with the truth of the Bible, of the saints, of the great works of Christian art and
literature, and of the teachings of the Church.

We are told to love God with all our strength. We do this through the virtue of courage. When
Jesus invites us to love God with all our strength, He is warning us that following Him will not
always be easy. There will be times when desiring, choosing, and thinking as God wants us to
will be inconvenient, or even dangerous. Jesus is telling us now that even at those times, it is
worth it. Living in communion with God is the purpose of our lives! When our selfish tendencies
weigh us down, when the temptations of our secular world pull at us, when peer pressure



threatens to suffocate us - that's when we can truly show our love, and when we truly show it,
we really grow it. Here is how the Catechism puts it: “When loving God with all our hearts, souls,
and minds requires us to climb up on the cross with Jesus, only then can we truly love Him fully,
because only then can we truly love Him with all our strength.”

Finally, we are to love our neighbor as we love ourselves. That sounds very demanding. Many,
if not most of us, do not love ourselves very much. We go to great lengths to hide our
inadequacies, our weaknesses. The world around us encourages us to focus on the material
aspects of life. We are told that we need status symbols to prove we are "someone." To love our
neighbor requires self-acceptance. Self-acceptance is not the same as self-assurance. Self-
acceptance means that we fully acknowledge both our strengths and weaknesses and are not
ashamed of them and don’t mind if other people know them. Those who accept themselves
“‘warts and all” know that the key to being loved is to have one’s “real self’ accessible to others.

Love for our neighbor must be equal to our love for God. We don’t have to search for
opportunities; we have them twenty-four hours a day with those around us in our home
community and in foreign lands where people face daily struggles that we can only imagine.
How is it that we do not see, and we miss these opportunities?” Or is it that we do not want to
see them? We are encouraged to be like Bartimaeus in last week’'s Gospel and ask Jesus to
heal our blindness. Heal our spiritual blindness! Ask Him to open our eyes and hearts to those
around us and find opportunities to share His love. Opportunities like reaching beyond our
community to our brothers and sisters across the world by providing clothing, food, and shelter
to those who have lost everything because of religious persecution. Opportunities like
contributing to our mission program that provides surgery so that vision can be restored to those
who need it. Opportunities to provide medicine to those who cannot even afford a basic aspirin.

When we obey God's command to love our neighbor, in little things or in big things, we actually
increase the intensity of God's presence in the world—because we reveal His love to others.
And so, if we want to grow in our love for God, which is the surest way to grow in our love for
our neighbor, the best thing to do is to get to know God better.

As a young boy, | was taught the faith through Baltimore Catechism. It was a faith learned by
memorization. Although it gave me an academic understanding of the faith (if that is possible at
such a young age), it did not invite me to embrace the faith. The faith was kept at a distance...a
point of reference. That doesn’t work or should not work today. Our first reading says that the
statutes and commandments must be taught to children and grandchildren as well as ourselves.
We have a responsibility to teach the faith and the importance of God in our lives in a manner
that can easily be understood by the age group we are teaching. We should be taking
advantage of programs offered that open our eyes to better understanding of Christ’s teachings
so we can share His message fully and lovingly.



We all want to obey the two great commandments, and God wants to help us. During this Mass,
let’s decide to do something to get to know God better this week. Jesus gave us those two great
commandments over 2,000 years ago. We need to put them back into the center of our lives so
we can hear Him say, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.”



