19th Sunday after Pentecost, Oct. 23, 2011, Matthew 22: 34-46, The Rev. Mary S. Trainor
We live in an era of information explosion.  The internet was supposed to help us have less paper, and instead it has resulted in us being drenched with more information.  We used to only be able to hear the news at 6 pm five days a week, now we can get up-to-the-minute news from around the world anytime.  
In today’s Gospel we heard from someone who perhaps was on information overload too.  This person said to Jesus, “Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?” — he was referring to the 613 different laws in the Hebrew religion that had mushroomed out of the original ten commandments. How was a person to keep track of them all, let alone prioritize them?  How did Jesus answer?  Jesus cut through all of the commandments to make it clear which should guide our lives:  just these two:  “You shall love the Lord your God with all of your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.” and “You shall love your neighbor as yourself. “On these two commandments hang the whole Law and the Prophets.”  These both are all about love:  love God first, and then love others.  As we look at them more closely, there are several important facets to pay attention to:
· In the 1st commandment, see that the word “your” is before the word God – this is YOUR God, and then you see the word “your” again three more times – your heart, your soul, your mind -- this is intensely personal, about a close relationship between you and YOUR God.
· Also in the 1st commandment, see that the word, “all,” appears four times as well. We are not to love the Lord our God with a little bit of ourselves but with all the energy of our heart, minds, souls….holding nothing back.
· Then, looking at the 2nd commandment, we see “your” again twice – yourself and your neighbor. Again, intensely personal. Who is your neighbor?  Not just family and friends and people who live next door, although it does include them, it includes anyone who you encounter as you go through your life.  Love of neighbor extends to the poor, the sick, and the sinner. Love of neighbor knows no national borders or class distinctions or barriers of any kind, because God knows no such impediments.
So, we need to go out and love our neighbors, but what does this ‘love stuff’ really mean in a practical way? Look in your bulletin now, at the concluding prayer printed in your bulletin – see in it that we pray to God to “send us now into the world in peace, and grant us strength and courage to love and serve you with gladness and singleness of heart, through Christ our Lord.”  We are praying here for God to bless us and help us to do these two great Commandments Jesus is talking about – to love God, and share that love with others out in the world.  Loving others is something we do- love is a verb. As Teresa of Avila, the 16th century saint, said, “Ours are the only hands and feet that Christ has now.” And, it is worth it:  in Luke’s version of this Gospel, Jesus said:  “Do these and you shall find life”- i.e., you shall begin to really live!”  So, to love your neighbor as yourself is to act toward another as you would act toward those close to you; treat the stranger as well as we treat those that we love emotionally.  This can include doing things that maybe outside of our comfort zone. It can be little things like: helping a person in the grocery store who is struggling to reach something, even though we don’t know that person. Like: calling someone who is ill, even if we are uncomfortable about what to say.  Like: going and picking someone up for church who can’t drive, even if it means leaving 20 minutes earlier than usual.  Mother Teresa said, “There are many in the world who are dying for a piece of bread but there are many more dying for a little love;  every act of love is a prayer.”
Today, I have a challenge for you.  Everyone take one of what is in the collection plate. In the plate are a bunch of 3X5 cards paper clipped to $10 bills.  Please know that this is my money that I am giving to you today, it is not through the church’s budget.  I have chosen to do this as part of my tithe, it’s not a gimmick, but rather is part of my sharing God’s love with others. Everyone take one $10 bill, and the one rule is that you can’t keep it.  Your challenge THIS WEEK is to give that $10 away – and then pay attention to where you see God’s hand at work in the situation, and then, report back:  please let me know the story of what happened (on the little card, which you can bring back to church, or email me your story).  Now you can choose to give it to a friend or family member who could use it, or help in a local program or a program such as Feeding America (where just $10 will feed 80 people in soup kitchens in all 50 states), or better yet you can just stuff it in your pocket as you go out and see who you encounter during the week.  Regardless, pray first.  
In the Bishop’s Annual Address yesterday, he said, “get skin in the game…be true disciples for Jesus, not only church attendees; carry out your ministry fully.”  This is not about money, it is about obeying Jesus.  Jesus said, love your neighbor as yourself. Amen. I look forward to hearing your stories.  
And now, allow me to introduce your stewardship witness speaker for today, Mrs. Marlene Brown, who will be speaking to you during the remainder of the sermon time.  
