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Love as a Verb, Not a Feeling 
 
 Sometimes I feel a bit sorry for the Pharisees, the go to “whipping boys” of the gospels. 

We always have to be careful what with our faith’s history of horrific anti-Semitism and the 

renewed rise of anti-Semitism in these times; we always have to be careful to clarify that Jesus’ 

enemies were not the Jews. Of course not; he and all the disciples were Jewish. But the 

Pharisees were a particular sect of Judaism that advocated an interpretation of Torah that Jesus 

found especially objectionable and they marked Jesus as an enemy. So, why were they so 

objectionable?  

 The Pharisees formed around 175 BC in order to preserve Judaism and the law as given 

to the Jews by God in a time when Antiochus Epiphanes of Syria was forcing Greek religion and 

culture on the Jewish people. The Pharisees, which means “the separated ones”, dedicated 

their lives to the careful observation of every rule and regulation – all 6,000 of them. They were 

passionate about the law and how that made them a unique people.   

 It’s hard for me to find fault with that. I can sympathize with their sense of cultural 

upheaval and their panic and losing their cultural identity. And I can also sympathize with their 

love of knowledge and their pursuit of God as an intellectual exercise.  

 When Jesus answered the lawyer’s question of what commandment of the law is the 

greatest, he’s not giving an obscure answer. “To love the Lord your God with all your heart, and 

mind, and soul” is what any Jewish kid who knew the shema would say. Everybody knows that. 
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And the Pharisees took that commandment seriously. They wanted to love the Lord with their 

mind.  

 That’s a virtue of the Episcopal Church, we seek to love God with our minds. It’s a 

frequent tagline; the Episcopal Church is a church where you don’t have to check your brain at 

the door.  

 Growing up in the Episcopal Church in a university town, one of the clergy at my church 

was also a history professor. I loved his sermons; they made me work. I had to concentrate to 

keep up with him. I knew that if my mind wandered for as long as 30 seconds, I would lose the 

thread and miss the sermon. He taught me that scripture and theology contained puzzles for 

the mind and could open up new spaces in my thinking. 

 I loved getting a chance to hear from Katharine Jefferts Schori, the former Presiding 

Bishop of the Episcopal Church who spoke at our diocesan convention a couple of weeks ago 

(the presiding bishop is the fancy title we have for the head priest over the national church). 

She’s not only a bishop but also a scientist; she has a PhD in oceanography. Currently she is 

putting her scientific skills to use in order to educate the church about climate change. She 

teaches us all that loving God with our minds can mean furthering our knowledge of scientific 

truth. 

 However, Jesus was onto something with the Pharisees. This encounter he has with 

them that we hear about this morning is the culmination of a series of interactions in which 

they attempt to test and trap Jesus and he cleverly and angrily gets the better of them. He will 

go on to totally let loose on them in the chapters to follow; the cross is not far away. He’s on to 

something with these guys and it’s something for me and maybe you to take to heart as well.  
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 As I said, I love the life of the mind and I love understanding and breaking open theology 

and scripture, but I have to be careful. I have to be careful because it can be oh so easy for me 

to slip into thinking that knowledge, intellect, the right answer is the whole ballgame. In other 

words, if I think the right way, if I understand in the right way then I’m good; I’ve got it. 

 It’s not like I’m alone in this either. In 1054 the Great Schism took place, the great divide 

between Eastern and Western Christianity. The bishop of Rome excommunicated the bishop of 

Constantinople and the entire eastern Christian church. The bishop of Constantinople returned 

the favor and excommunicated the bishop of Rome and the western church. Do you remember 

what the problem was? It was an argument over the right way to understand the godhead. 

Does the Holy Spirit proceed from the Father and the Son, as the western church believed, or 

does the Holy Spirit proceed only from the Father? And that was only the beginning. Christians 

are big on believing the right things, as particular groups understand what those right things 

are.  

 But Jesus did not just answer the inquiring lawyer by quoting Deuteronomy; he didn’t 

only say that the greatest commandment is to love the Lord our God with all our heart, and 

soul, and mind. He also quoted Leviticus 19:8, “you shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  

 All of the synoptic gospels, Matthew, Mark, and Luke, tell some version of this 

articulation of what God commands of us. Luke, characteristically, uses the opportunity to tell a 

story, the story of the Good Samaritan. It’s a story about who our neighbor is (spoiler alert: it’s 

everybody). Mark frames is so that the “love your neighbor as yourself” portion is the second 

commandment, perhaps conveying the sense that it’s not quite as important as the first 

commandment to love God. Matthew, who we’ve been reading much of this year, changes it 
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up. He calls the first part about loving God the great commandment and then says loving one’s 

neighbor as oneself is like unto it. It is like it; it is the same as. Loving one’s neighbor is loving 

God.  

This is big, people. Bear in mind that love in the ancient world was not an interior state 

of mind, a feeling. No, it was a set of behaviors. For the Pharisees, and Jesus’ other opponents 

in these last few gospel readings, love for God was demonstrated by ritualistic devotion, by 

adhering to the written word on the page of scripture. But Jesus, the living Word of God, tells 

us that the line between religious devotion and ethics is erased. And he says all this while 

standing in the temple, the center of religious devotion and ritualistic activity. He is so angry at 

these wise and devoted servants of God because their piety has hurt real people – the hungry, 

the elderly, the sick, and the lame.  

Leviticus is a super weird book with a lot of strange rules about dress, diet, and behavior 

that are laughable at best and horrific at worst, but along with all of the “not wearing different 

fabrics woven together and not planting different crops in the same place” kind of stuff, there is 

a vision of a just society – of systematically leaving food for the hungry and welcoming the 

alien. It is this vision that the person of Jesus fulfills. It’s not about being nice or charitable but 

about living in such a way that our neighbors can flourish. Matthew’s emphasis on ethical 

action as the fulfillment of religious devotion will come to a head in Matthew 25 when people 

are literally separated into bad and good based on their treatment of others.  

Nothing could be clearer according to Matthew’s Jesus, but sometimes nothing is 

harder. You might remember that the day after the presidential inauguration was the Women’s 

March on Washington. I know it was a big deal here too. My sister was coming up from Atlanta 
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for the march and she got to my place on the day of the inauguration. We went out to dinner 

and invited our mutual friend and my neighbor, Christina, to join us. Christina, who is black, was 

afraid to leave our apartment building. We were just walking a block away, but she didn’t know 

who was out there. It seemed crazy to me. We didn’t want her to be alone, so we checked out 

the scene, assured her it was safe, and she eventually joined us. But it was clear she was not in 

the mood.  

My sister and I fell into talking about how angry we were, how frustrated. We also 

talked about what we planned to do in the future – go to marches, speak up, be heard, not go 

silently. “Talk is easy”, Christina said with an edge in her voice. Those words hit me hard. My 

friend literally didn’t feel safe leaving her apartment because of the color of her skin. She 

needed more than words, more than right opinions; she needed and she needs action. Not that 

there was much I could do at that dinner table, but going forward I knew that words would not 

be enough; thinking right would not be enough. Action was needed, and not for any brownie 

points with God, but because my friend needed me. 

The grace of religious devotion as ethical action is not in just doing the right things but in 

relationship – who we are to one another. We’ll hear from our New Neighbor Refugee 

Committee who are looking to draw us into relationship with Abdul and Firasta and their family. 

We advocate for all refugees, but it is by drawing near to these particular refugees that we are 

fed and inspired. It is by drawing near to each other that we draw near to God. 


