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Exodus 22:20-26; 1 Thessalonians 1:5-10; Matthew 22:34-40; 
Psalm 18, I love you O God, my strength.

At the point in Matthew’s Gospel where we encounter Jesus today, he must be sick and tired of all the “Gotcha” questions that have been thrown at him by the leaders of the Jewish community.  

First it was the Pharisees and the Herodians who asked the question about the coin of tribute to Caesar last Sunday.  Following that in Matthew’s Gospel -- but not our Sunday readings – it was the Sadducees who made up a preposterous scenario where seven brothers each in turn had married the same woman, and the question was whose wife she’d be on the day of final resurrection. We’re told that in answering both questions, Jesus left his tormenters both amazed and impressed. 

But apparently not impressed enough to give up,  because they’re back again today, and this time, they’ve brought a lawyer! Not being able to entrap Jesus on those first two questions, they saved the big one for last. Forget who gets the coin of tribute, and forget which of the seven brothers that poor woman winds up with for all eternity. Those are piddling questions compared with the big one – Teacher, which commandment of the Law is the greatest?
Keep in mind that there are at least 613 different laws in the Torah, covering everything from religion to politics, from war to peace, from how to dig latrines outside an armed camp to making sure each soldier had a shovel to dig with when he used the latrine. So from among these 613 laws, Jesus is asked – Teacher! – to pick the most important one. Gotcha!  

Yet the answer came to Jesus easily, and it was one that no devout Jew could question. Jesus simply  responded with the prayer that every Jew would recognize,  having said it every day of his or her life upon rising in the morning. 

The prayer comes from the Book of Deuteronomy, and  in answer to the question, Jesus quotes it: Hear, O Israel! The Lord is our God, the Lord alone! Therefore, you shall love the Lord your God with your whole heart, with your whole being, with your whole strength.
 
And then he goes on to say something that had not been said before. Jesus connected this First Great Commandment with another – as he said – just like it, and just as central to our relationship with God. This time, citing only one obscure verse from the Book of Leviticus, Jesus continues, You must love your neighbor as yourself. Love of God and love of neighbor as oneself – Jesus says that all 613 laws in the Torah are contained in these two. Once again, Jesus amazes and impresses, and silences his questioners. 

But Jesus’ response brings us back to the first reading we heard this afternoon, from the Book of Exodus. This is where we learn whom Jesus was talking about when he said “love your neighbor as yourself.”  In our reading, we heard the voice of God commanding the Israelites to exercise compassion and justice toward the stranger … toward widows … toward orphans … and toward those who are poor. In the Israelites’ times,  these would be  those least able to make a meaningful contribution to the tribe; those who were newly freed from slavery, without resources,  and wandering in the desert, trying just to stay alive.  They’d be the ones holding  up progress. They’d be the ones most likely to hold everyone else back. With no one to protect them, no voice in their own destiny, and no real resources to share with the group, they’d be the ones most vulnerable to suffering injustice at the hands of those more powerful than they.

And yet in Exodus  and in Matthew, we hear the voice of the Holy One defining them as neighbor,  and saying, in essence,  Don’t molest them, don’t oppress them, don’t extort money from them. You were there once yourselves, remember? You were a stranger once. You were poor or vulnerable or hurting, and I was there for you. Now, you must be there for the most vulnerable among you. It’s not enough that you love God. You must love your neighbor. And you must not only love your neighbor, but you must love him or her as yourself.
In our own day, when we think of whom we’re asked to love as our neighbors, it’s easy to come up with a list – undocumented immigrants, victims of racial injustice, children separated from their parents at the border, those who are poor and hungry and homeless and hurting, and the list goes on. But the problem with lists is that there’s always someone left out. We need a better way to identify our neighbors. And as always, there’s a Hassidic teaching tale that might give us some guidance; I’ll share it with you now. 

The rabbi asked his students: 'How can we determine the hour of dawn, when the night ends and the day begins?' 

One of the rabbi's students asked: 'Is it when, from a distance, you can distinguish between a dog and a sheep?’ 'No,' was the answer of the rabbi.

'Is it when, from a distance, you can distinguish between a fig tree and a grapevine?' asked a second student. 'No,' the rabbi said.

'Please tell us the answer, then,' said the students.

'You will know it is dawn,”  said the rabbi, 'when you can look into the face of another human being, and you have enough light in you to recognize your brother or your sister. Until then it is night, and darkness is still within us.'
When we love the Lord our God with our whole heart, with our whole being, with our whole strength, that Light is alive within us. When we can say, with Teilhard de Chardin, that in our lives, God is absolutely present  to us, “at the tip of my pen, my spade, my brush, my needle,” then Dawn will shine through us. Those who are disenfranchised and vulnerable and considered to be a burden  will be able to cry out to us;  we will recognize them as our neighbors; we will hear their cry;  and we will be compassionate. Loving God and our neighbor as ourselves, we will live  -- as Jesus says -- the totality of the Law and the Prophets. And we will be the Dawn. AMEN.

Homily Divina: When the Light of God’s Presence is strong enough in us, we will recognize our neighbors by that Light.
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