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We live in a time when people's attention spans seem to be

getting shorter and shorter. With our fast-paced lifestyles and the
ever-increasing amount of information available to us, it seems that
everything gets abbreviated and condensed down into tweets or
sound bites that can be easily digested and shared. Corporations,
politicians and even churches are learning that people are more likely
to pay attention to catchy, easily-remembered phrases than to
lengthy, carefully reasoned lectures on the merits of their product or
message.

Soda is sold with the campaign #ShareACoke. Candidates are
elected by vowing to “Make America Great Again.” And congregations
lure visitors by promising “A Place to Belong.”
Back in biblical times, however, things were quite different.

Without cars or planes or mass transit, life moved at a much slower
pace. Without texts or email or 24-hour cable news, information was
not instantly transmitted. People had to wait. They had to be willing to
listen. They had to take time and effort to really learn about the
things that were important to them.

And so instead of condensing everything down into 140
characters, the trend was actually to elaborate more on any given
topic—not to generalize, but to be as specific as possible. So, for
example, with the Jewish law, the attempt was not to reduce it to a
few basic principles, but rather to devise as many detailed rules as
possible so that the law could address every single aspect of life
imaginable. When we think of Old Testament law, we tend to think of
the Ten Commandments. But for the ancient Israelites, the Law was
much more than these “Top Ten.” The Law dealt with all aspects of
daily life—everything from how to butcher animals  (Deuteronomy 
12:21) to who you can have sex with (Leviticus 18) to how to 
decorate your clothing.(Numbers 15:38-39)

In our society that places individual freedom as a chief value,
such legal minutiae seems like a great burden. But for the people of
Israel, the Law was generally seen as a gift. The Law is what defined
who they were—and perhaps more importantly, whose they were. The
Law was a precious treasure that the faithful celebrated. They
dedicated themselves to a love of the law.
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I n fact, the longest chapter in the entire Bible is essentially a
love poem dedicated to the Law. We read a portion of it for our Old
Testament text this morning. Psalm 119 is a very carefully
constructed poem. It consists of 176 verses divided into 22 sections
of eight verses each. Within each section, each verse begins with the
same Hebrew letter—starting with the first letter, alef ( א) and ending

with the last letter, tav ( ת). And within each of these eight verse
sections, the psalmist uses the same eight words that are all
synonyms for “law.”

In the section that we read this morning, for example, each
verse begins with the fifth letter of the Hebrew alphabet, he ( ה). And
in each verse, you will find a word that means “law.” In the NRSV,
these are translated, in order, “statutes,” “law,” “commandments,”
“decrees,” “ways,” “promise,” “ordinances,” and “precepts.” The
psalmist revels in delight for the Law of the Lord—coming up with
literally dozens of ways to say “I love the Law” and to celebrate its
goodness.

This stands in stark contrast to our contemporary tendency to
summarize everything as briefly as possible. In fact, a few years ago
a man in the UK set about tweeting the entire Bible. For a little over
three years, Chris Juby reduced one chapter of scripture each day to
no more than 140 characters. His version of Psalm 119 reads as
follows: “Blessed are those who walk in the law of the LORD. Teach
me your decrees. I love your commands. Deliver me according to
your promise.” There you have it. 176 verses reduced to a mere 136
characters.

Such a succinct depiction of the Law would have been
unthinkable to most Jews in ancient times. In fact, they were doing
just the opposite. Instead of coming up with the Twitter Bible the
leading rabbis at the time when the New Testament was being written
were working on the Talmud, a vast set of writings on religious
interpretations of the Law that looks like a set of encyclopedias.

There were, however, a few exceptions to this trend towards
always expanding on the law. One of the most notable is the story of
a Gentile who challenged the prominent Rabbi Hillel to recite to him
the entire Law while standing on one foot. Hillel replied, "What is
hateful to you, do not do to your fellow: this is the whole Law; the
rest is the explanation; go and learn." It is a pronouncement that is
strikingly similar to Jesus teaching that we have come to know as the
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Golden Rule: "Do unto others as you would have them do unto
you."(Matthew 7:12)

Jesus, however, does not claim that this rule is the summary of
the entire law. Instead, the gospels record him as summarizing the
law in two other commandments. An abridged form of his words
appear on the banner that hangs from our pulpit this month,
representing one of the twelve scriptures  our congregation chose as
the most formative passages in the Bible: “You shall love the Lord
your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your
mind, and with all your strength.” and “You shall love your neighbor
as yourself.”(Mark 12:28-31) These two commandments, according to
Jesus, are the basic principles that lie behind all of the other
commands in scripture and all the other laws of Jewish tradition.

These are not new commandments that Jesus makes up. They
are both found in the Jewish law—one in Deuteronomy and the other
Leviticus. They would have been well-known to most of the people
that he came in contact with throughout his ministry. But no one else,
so far as we know, put these two commandments together and used
them as a summary of the entire law—the Law of Love.

The apostle Paul probably never met Jesus in person, unless you
count the dramatic encounter with the risen Jesus he had on the road
to Damascus.(Acts 9:1-9)  It's unlikely that he ever actually heard
Jesus preach. But the idea that the entire law can be summed up in
this Law of Love has clearly been transmitted to Paul. As one who
spent much of his life studying the law and seeking to apply it
rigorously to every possible aspect of life, Paul seems to be attracted
by the freedom that Jesus gives. He finds the concept that the law
can be summed up in a simple commandment or two very liberating.

Twice in his letters, Paul tells his readers that the law is summed
up in just one command, "Love your neighbor as yourself." One of
those occurrences is found in our New Testament reading for today.
Here, the apostle urges his readers to owe no debts to anyone other
than the debt to love their neighbors. He lists four of the Ten
Commandments and declares that these “and any other
commandment, are summed up in this word, 'Love your neighbor as
yourself.'”(v. 9)

And there you have it. Paul even outdoes the Twitter Bible. He
reduces all of scripture to a mere thirty characters. In fact, there's
plenty of room left for several hashtags in his tweet. He could add
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#LoveYourNeighbor and #LawOfLove and #OweNothing and still have
used just over half of his allotted characters.

Yet while Paul may have been ahead of his time in trying to
condense and simplify his message, he is by no means reducing the
gospel to a sound bite. He still spent a great deal of time and effort
explaining what it means to truly love your neighbor. He traveled far
and wide to bring that message to as many people as he could. He
wrote numerous letters—many of which were saved and are now
regarded as scripture themselves—to clarify what loving your
neighbor is really all about.

One of the big questions in Paul's day was, “Who is my
neighbor?” The Jewish leaders of the time had mostly come to
understand "neighbor" as meaning "fellow Jew." So the command to
"love your neighbor" found in Leviticus was interpreted as applying
only to those who were a part of the community of faith. It did not
apply to Gentiles. It did not apply to aliens living among them. It did
not apply to foreign slaves. These persons could still be despised and
treated differently.

In fact, in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus says, "You have
heard that it was said, `love your neighbor and hate your enemy.'
(Matthew 5:43) The second half of this phrase is not found in the
Hebrew scriptures, but it must have been a common understanding at
that time. Jesus, however, goes on to say that we are to love our
enemies as well. In so doing, he challenges the traditional
understanding of "neighbor." Paul likewise extends the definition by
including Gentiles as well as Jews in the churches he plants. By
creating new communities of faith, he turns "enemies" into
"neighbors." No longer can the neighbor be just the person who looks
or acts or thinks just like me. The neighborhood is much bigger than
it was once thought to be.

When Jesus was directly asked, "Who is my neighbor?" he
responded by telling the very familiar story of the Good Samaritan.
(Luke 10:25-37) Here it is the unexpected person—the enemy of the
Jewish people, not the Jewish leaders—who helps out the one that has
fallen prey to thieves. And at the end of the story, Jesus turns the
question around. It is no longer, "Who is my neighbor?" but rather
"Who acted like a neighbor?" or "Who behaved in a neighborly
fashion?"

In spite of what Jesus and Paul said and did, however, there is
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still a great deal of confusion over who our neighbors are or should
be. The announcement this past week that the DACA program will be
ending has shown that there are still a lot of folks who don't want
undocumented immigrants as neighbors, even those who came as
children, have lived here for more than a decade and passed
background checks. Some claim they're a safety risk, that they're a
burden on taxpayers, that they are stealing jobs. Numerous studies 
and statistics, however, call these claims into question. The truth is
that, nearly 2,000 years after Jesus changed the definition of
"neighbor" we still want to be able to decide who our neighbors are.
We want to dictate whom we are supposed to love and whom we can
ignore.

The fact is that our lists today of those who are not our
neighbors is not all that different from the lists that people made in
Jesus' time. Back then it was Gentiles and slaves and foreigners.
Today it's LGBTQ persons and welfare recipients and refugees, among
others. But Jesus and Paul challenge us to look beyond race and
nationality and social status and sexual identity—beyond all the things
that separate us from one another—and see each other simply as
neighbors. And once we are able to recognize that everyone is our
neighbor in the global village in which we live, then we are much
closer to loving our neighbors as we love ourselves.

That, then, brings us to another question: "What does it mean to
love ourselves?" Frankly, that doesn't seem to be something that Paul
himself had any problems with. Based on what he wrote and did, Paul
appears to have had a pretty healthy sense of ego. He is not someone
who suffered from low self-esteem. And he seems to have assumed
that everyone else is pretty similar in this regard. The idea that we
each love ourselves is taken for granted.

The commandment to love your neighbor as yourself simply
assumes that you do love yourself. As we know, however, there are
plenty of people who have great difficulty loving themselves. Millions
of Americans suffer from clinical depression. Millions more struggle
with low self-esteem. So many of us have difficulty loving others
precisely because we do not feel good about ourselves.

One blogger, Dan Pearce, offers a critique of the Law of Love in a
post called, “Love Your Neighbor as Yourself? No Thanks.”  Pearce
offers a brutally honest account of his two failed marriages before he
turned 30. In each case, he writes, “I knew I didn’t love her the way I
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should, had never loved her the way I should, and probably never
would love her the way I should. So I assumed the same from her. I
loathed her because I loathed myself. I grew weary of our marriage
because I grew weary of having such an ugly mirror being held up to
me. I wanted it to end. And so, one day, it did.”

Eventually, Pearce comes to a disturbing conclusion, “I didn’t
love myself. I had never loved myself. In fact, I had always reviled
and absolutely hated myself. As much as I didn’t want it to be true,
and as much as I danced through time with a freakishly happy
expression to cover up the truth, such an actuality was the only 
rocksolid thing I had in my life. And it destroyed my life. Loving others
the way I loved myself destroyed my life.”

“And so,” he concludes, “when I hear the mandate ‘love your
neighbor as you love yourself,’ I have to pause for a moment and
reflect on the cogency of that statement. Because the truth is, there
are a lot of people in this world who don’t love themselves. Not truly.
There are a lot of people in this world who are disgusted by
themselves. There are a lot of people in this world who live lives that
revolve around past mistakes and past regrets and past hurt. In fact,
there are a lot of people in this world who flat out hate themselves.
They hate the way they look. They hate the way they feel. They hate
the way they think. They hate who they are now and they hate who
they have shown themselves to be in years or decades preceding.
Many of them are the same as I was. Deceived. Apparently Happy.
Deep down, miserable.”

Clearly, loving our neighbors doesn't mean that we have no
regard for ourselves. The fact is that we are no good for anybody else
if we do not take care of our own needs. Sometimes the most loving
thing we can do for someone else is to tell them, "No" or "Sorry, I
can't help you with that." There are times that love demands that we
step back in order to care for ourselves or to allow others to take
responsibility for themselves. Love calls us to serve one another. It
does not allow others to walk all over us. And it does not make others
dependent on us.

The truth is that that one cannot love someone else if we hate
ourselves. On the other hand, it is also true that loving oneself will
not necessarily lead to loving others. Here, then, is where I think Dan
Pearce gets it wrong. For he ultimately declares, “What the directive
should probably be is, 'love yourself, and then love your neighbor as



yourself.' Or better yet, just 'love yourself.' Because when we love
ourselves, we love our neighbors. Automatically and without thinking
about it.”

I'm not nearly as convinced of the truth of this statement as
Pearce is. And I don't think Paul would completely agree with it,
either. It does not logically follow that just because I care about
myself, then I will automatically care about others.
The answer is not to avoid or ignore our neighbors until we feel
good about ourselves. If we waited until we truly loved ourselves
before trying to love anyone else, we'd never get around to loving our
neighbors. One of the great paradoxes of life is that it is often in
reaching out in love to others that we truly learn to love ourselves as
well.

For ultimately, we are called to focus not on our neighbors who
will at times, no doubt, disappoint and frustrate us. We are called not
to focus on ourselves as though through our own will we can make
ourselves better people. Rather, we are called to focus on God, and on
the precepts and principles and promises of God. As the psalmist
pleads, “Give me understanding, that I may keep your law and
observe it with my whole heart. . . . Turn my heart to your decrees,
and not to selfish gain. Turn my eyes from looking at vanities; give
me life in your ways.(v. 34,36-37) As one commentator observes, “In
a most countercultural fashion, the psalmist speaks of finding
happiness, not as life's highest priority, but rather as a byproduct of
pursuing understanding of God's law.” (Julie Peeples, Feasting on 
theWord – Year A, Volume 4).

In the end, the Law of Love proclaimed by Paul and by Jesus is 
not just a sound bite or tweet intended to take the place of rigorous 
study of and commitment to the full law in all its glory.  In the book 
that we are using for our adult Sunday school, John Paul Lederach 
envisions Jesus' command rather as a haiku:

Love your God with all
Heart, soul and mind, and your
Neighbor as yourself.
Lederach writes, “Love and compassion hold the center. These 

require a fullness of commitment. They emanate from the heart and 
gut. They burrow in and rise in the soul. They fill and focus the mind. 
In these few words, we find an extraordinary description of presence: 
to bring the whole of yourself into the present moment in gratitude to 
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the Source, the Creator of life.”
The Law of Love thus provides a lens through which the rest of the 

law is understood and applied. Indeed, the Law of Love flows out of 
the love of the Law that the psalmist declares. For if we truly seek to 
learn the way of God's statutes, we will grow in our love for the Lord. 
If we genuinely delight in the path of God's commandments, we will 
increase in our love for our neighbors. And if we sincerely set our 
hearts on God's decrees rather than selfish gain, we will mature in 
love for our very selves.


