
Sermon at St George’s, Bickley (Bromley) 

25.10.2020, Mass 10.30 A.M. (Exod 22.20-26; 1 Thess 1.5-10; Matt 22.34-40) 

 

PRAYER: May I speak in the name of God: Father Son and Holy Spirit. AMEN 

 

I’m delighted to be sharing in the gospel word and sacrament with you in person, despite these 

perverse and pestilential times. And I’m very grateful to Fr Richard for persisting with his invitation. 

There was a time not so long ago when wearing a balaclava to a public place of work or worship or 

transport might have got you admonished or even fined or arrested; but now that’s what happens if 

you don’t!  

Our gospel reading this morning speaks to a situation that looks at first sight culturally very 

different from ours. And yet it may be not so very far removed from the experience of moral and 

political disorientation that we all experience today. In first-century Palestine too there was much 

confusion about whom to trust and what to believe, which cultural imperatives to embrace and 

which to resist, in a public context forever going from bad to worse. Political or economic disaster 

was a constant threat; and you were never short of pundits and doomsayers predicting the world 

was about to end in catastrophe of one kind or another. Just like today!  

A group of cultural and religious experts take an interest in Jesus after what seems like a 

clever put-down of their political opponents. One of them asks what in his view is the single most 

important imperative for right-thinking people. Given the unprecedented complexities of our 

present situation, what one thing do you say does God want us to do above all? For a culture that is 

confused and disorientated by public challenges on every front, what is the most important 

commandment? What is it that we should do, above all and before anything else? What does the 

good life, the happy life, require? 

The same question occupies many of us today, in society, in business, in politics, in 

education, in government. And there are many answers. The single defining issue of our time is 

poverty. No, it’s Black Lives Matter. No it’s Chinese imperialism and expansion. No, it’s transgender 

inclusion and diversity. No, it’s Climate Change. 

Jesus offers us a radically different agenda. It’s a two-pronged reply that should surprise us 

and shake up our priorities: 

37 ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your 
mind.’  38 This is the first and greatest commandment. 39 And the second is like it: ‘Love 
your neighbour as yourself.’  40 All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two 
commandments.’ 
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You may think this answer is so familiar that it’s hard to see what could possibly be surprising about 

that.  

We have to start by peeling away a number of assumptions, encrusted layers of what the text 

does not say.  

First and most obviously, Jesus doesn’t equivocate, as academics like me are trained to do, 

and as the cultural and religious experts of Jesus’ day were used to doing. There isn’t “on the one 

hand this, but on the other hand that.” 

But Jesus also does not give us what you might call the Church of England baseline: “We 

shall all be nice to each other. In fact, let us work really hard at being nice to each other. If only we 

were nicer to each other, and more inclusive, and made more of a song and dance about being nicer 

and more inclusive, then this would be a more civilized and tolerable place.” I daresay you are 

probably better served at St George’s Bickley. But this line is certainly on offer every week up and 

down the land, from earnest vicars or archbishops to Thought for the Day.  

But neither does Jesus say: Join with me in the single agenda now needed to save the world 

from disaster. Stop Global Warming. Rhodes Must Fall. Boycott Israel. Tax the rich. Defund the 

Police. Abolish private education. Or whatever the first-century equivalent may have been!  All these 

may be well-intentioned, and I daresay some of them are excellent causes. But that’s not the answer 

on offer here. 

No, all of these approaches miss the point.  

So what does Jesus say? He gives a single answer in two parts, two sides of one coin. The first 

and most important commandment is to love God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all 

your mind. This is striking on two fronts. First, it’s true that Jesus’ teaching and conduct did invert 

priorities, insisting emphatically on some things while sitting uncomfortably loose to social and 

cultural conventions that his opponents considered essential. And yet the single most urgent 

commandment is for him not a particular moral or social or political imperative. Instead, it is a 

familiar one that stands at the very heart of Israel’s Scriptures and Israel’s worship, and is repeated 

daily by observant Jews from antiquity to the present day:  

“Hear O Israel, the Lord your God, the LORD alone.  5You shall love the LORD your God with 
all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.”  

 

What is the single most important thing that we must do? The answer in today’s gospel text is this: 

to bring our whole life to a point in trusting and loving the Lord our God above everyone and 

everything else in the world. It means opening all you are and have in love to the God who loves you, 

holding nothing in reserve. That is the point at which, more deeply than anywhere else, we are at 
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peace with who God has made us to be and wants us to be, in whatever happy or challenging 

circumstances you find yourself in.  

Equal to that task of opening ourselves to God in love is the second part of Jesus’ answer. 

Jesus finds this in a different part of the Old Testament Law – the book of Leviticus. “You shall love 

your neighbour as yourself.”  

The term “neighbour” here has become a bit tricky to understand in English and yet modern 

translations continue to persist with it. In Scripture, your neighbour is not the person who lives on 

the other side of your Leylandii hedge; not the person you greet in passing every other week or 

whose potted plants you water while they are away for a week in the Canaries. Your neighbour, in 

the Old Testament and the New, is your fellow – your fellow Israelite, your fellow citizen, your 

fellow passenger. Your neighbour is the depressed friend who loses her way or who tests positive for 

cancer or Coronavirus; the colleague or friend whose Dad or husband runs off with another woman.  

It is not any and every person in the abstract, but the particular fellow human being that God 

places you next to at the moment of their need – as in our reading from Exodus. You shall love that 

person! Not ignore them, not tolerate them: in this country we’re all pretty good at that. No, but love 

them. You shall love them without a second thought, just as you love yourself.  

So to bring your life to a point, the one thing that is needed is two things, two sides of one 

coin, each of them equal to the other: Love of God, Love of the neighbour. Each of these is expressed 

through the other; each is only possible and meaningful in conjunction with the other. How can this 

be? It is because in loving God we become like him in his outreach to others.  

Pope Benedict XVI summed this up when at his inauguration he turned quite specifically to 

young people and said this, which captures this way of Jesus:  

“If we let Christ into our lives, we lose … absolutely nothing of what makes life free, beautiful 
and great. No! Only in this friendship are the doors of life opened wide. …Christ takes 
nothing away, and he gives you everything. When we give ourselves to him, we receive a 
hundredfold in return. Yes, open, open wide the doors to Christ – and you will find true life.” 
 

Notice finally how that gospel teaching ends: “On these two commandments hang all the Law and 

the Prophets.” The teaching of Jesus is rooted in Scripture, and as followers of Jesus trying to find 

our way today we will miss it if we bypass Scripture.  

As St Paul puts it in our Epistle reading, the word of God speaks with power, with the Holy 

Spirit and deep conviction – as it did at Mount Sinai. For Jesus, the secret of life lived to the full is 

found at the heart of the Scriptures: in the Old Testament Law; indeed in Deuteronomy and 

Leviticus, no less. The Old Testament Scriptures speak the word of Christ with grace and clarity: he 

turns to them to answer to the question of what we need to live God’s good life. Far from being 

judgmental or destructive, his answer invites us to a life that is ravishingly positive and exciting.  



Page 4 of 4 
 

We live in uncertain times. Covid, Brexit, or whatever is next: we are always told that things 

will get worse before they get better. More challenge and uncertainty lie ahead.  

But our text this morning invites us to take courage and to commit our lives to the one thing 

that really matters above all, the one thing needful that is greater than all others, and by which Jesus 

calls each one of us to live the most exciting & rewarding adventure of all: 

“Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?” 37 Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord 
your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’  38 This is the 
first and greatest commandment. 39 And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbour as 
yourself.’  40 All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.” 

AMEN. 


