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Sermon for Reformation Sunday (Pentecost XXIII) Year B 2021 
It All Comes Down to Love 

 
Some of you may have noticed that we did hear the usual readings 
assigned for Reformation Day. 
Instead we heard the lessons assigned for the Twenty-Third Sunday in 
the Time after Pentecost. 
A month ago I attended a Zoom lecture by one of my favorite seminary 
professors—Gordon Lathrop—and he suggested that this year would be 
a good year to use the alternate readings because, he said, 
the Reformation was all about love. 
I think was right and so . . . a sermon for Reformation Day on love. 
 
Those of you who have heard my sermons  
or have attended bible study with me,  
won’t be surprised when I say I truly wish we could coin a new word  
for love in the English language. 
You aren’t be surprised that I think the word love  
has been encrusted and even distorted  
by the baggage of romance novels,  
the sentimentality of Hallmark cards  
and Rom-Com movies—even the lingering thoughts on chivalry which 
arose in the time of Sir Walter Scott and the reign of Queen Victoria. 
Though I am a participant in social media like  
FB, Instagram and even Twitter . . .  
I sometimes cringe that the “heart” symbol is used to indicate— 
well, what?—our approval, our affinity, our affection 
for people, circumstances, news . . . you name it. 
Even though I have great concerns about FB these days,  
at least on FB you do have a choice in your response to content. 
On social media like Instagram and Twitter,  
you can only choose to “heart” something to indicate your engagement. 
Perhaps you are blessed if you know nothing such things  . . . 
And yet, social media is the public square for many— 
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(As an aside the public square in biblical times was  
often the gate to a town or city— 
and in the time of the Roman Empire, 
there was a form of FB that was literally graffiti on the walls  
all around the market places and inns and other buildings. 
Interestingly, there was no censorship or limitation  
in what people chose to write or draw in those ancient times. 
Okay, end of digression.) 
 
What I wish is that we could experience the subversive power of 
Christianity’s love story with fresh, un-jaded hearts and minds. 
 
In today’s gospel, a scribe comes to Jesus and asks, 
“Which commandment is the first of all?” 
Jesus responds with an answer we church people know so well . . . 
and, yet, I think barely register— 
the first commandment is to love. 
Now I actually want to stop here. 
Because, once again, we have a problem with language. 
How many of you know that the Jewish people  
actually think of the Ten Commandments as  
“the Ten Words” that God spoke in essence to “create” God’s people— 
The entire so-called “law” is literally called in Hebrew the Torah— 
which means teaching, not “law”— 
So, if we think of the first commandment as the first teaching— 
Does that make a difference? 
For me, it does. 
Because we have to learn to love. 
To paraphrase the Rogers and Hammerstein song from South Pacific:  
We have to be taught to hate and fear, 
We have to be taught from year to year 
It’s got to be drummed in your dear little ear 
You’ve got to be carefully taught. 
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If you’re unfamiliar with this song or the musical from the 1950s, 
it actually was a forerunner of West Side Story  
which also addressed racism and intolerance  
and the violence these attitudes breed. 
 
So, the first teaching is to learn to love God with all that we are. 
The second teaching is to learn to love others— 
our neighbors who are made in the image of God  
just as we are so made. 
 
As the story is told in Mark’s gospel,  
the scribe agrees, and elaborates on Jesus’ answer  
with a surprising insight of his own— 
Yes, the scribe says, to love God and neighbor  
is “much more important than whole burnt offerings and sacrifices.” 
In other words, love is more important than ritual,  
religious practices, traditions or even penance. 
The scribe, in essence, is saying to learn to love  
is more important than “religion.” 
 
When Jesus hears the scribe’s insight, he says, 
“You are not far from the kingdom of God.” 
Everyone listening in on the conversation falls silent. 
And they don’t dare to ask Jesus another question. 
 
That silence causes me to pause whenever I read this story. 
It forces me to ask some hard questions: 
When was the last time I felt moved to silence by a call to love? 
How long has it been since the challenge and the beauty of the first 
commandment gave me pause? Undid me?  
Caused me to change and reorder my life? 
One such time in my life was when my brother Paul died. 
 
But such times seem few and farther in-between than they should be. 
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As I just said before, I think this is so  
partly because we are primed by our culture— 
to think of love exclusively in only affective or emotional terms. 
We hear the first commandment—the first teaching— 
and think, “I have to feel love. 
God wants me to experience affection, affinity, attraction. 
This is a call to a lifetime of deep emotion.” 
 
Now, to be fair, there is an emotional element to love. 
Love is not meant to be just a grim duty. 
It is a wellspring that originates in our deepest being,  
something we call our heart. 
Of course, there is an affective or “feeling” side to love. 
 
But sometimes—especially in Western Christianity— 
we focus so much on the emotive and affective aspects of love  
that we forget or never learn of its rigor, its robustness, its discomfort. 
We assume or think that loving God and our neighbors  
means expressing friendly, “nice” sentiments to God in worship 
and exchanging warm pleasantries with the people who share our life—
either in church or at home or with those who live near us  
during the week. 
 
We forget—or have not learned—that in the scriptures,  
the call to love is a call to vulnerability, sacrifice, and suffering. 
It’s a call to bear a cross— 
that is self-giving, sacrificing love—for others. 
Biblical love—the love that the scriptures tell us of— 
is not an emotion we feel; it is a path we travel. 
As the children of God, we are called to walk by faith in love. 
This is more aerobic activity than Hallmark sentimentality. 
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Therefore Saint Augustine wrote, “Whoever therefore, thinks that he or 
she understands the divine scriptures or any part of them  
so that it does not build the double love of God and our neighbor  
does not understand scripture at all.” 
 
It is important to remember that scripture tells us  
that we love because God first loved us. 
To love, we must learn love from experience— 
through words but also importantly in deed. 
In this way, to learn love we need both heart and head. 
 
As the two learnings about love that Jesus and the scribe discuss today, 
it seems that love is to will the good of another. 
Dr. M. Scott Peck in his book The Road Less Traveled  
offered a definition of love that I use a guiding principle  
to help me understand what biblical love is. 
He writes: [Love is] the will to extend one’s self for the purpose of your 
own or another’s growth—in all dimensions— 
physically, emotionally, intellectually, and, especially, spiritually. 
Love is an act of will both in intention and in action. 
Will also implies choice. 
We do not have to love. 
We choose to love. 
 
What would the world be like if we all adopted that definition of love? 
What if we surrendered our will to the will of Christ so that  
we extended ourselves for the purpose of improving the physical, 
emotional, intellectual, and spiritual growth of another  
as well as our own? 
 
Stop and think about this for a moment. 
This is God’s love for us and all the world. 
This is what the Apostle Paul wrote about in the 13th chapter of his first 
letter to the Corinthians . . . it’s not about the warm fuzzies— 



 6 

If we do accomplish all manner of religious observances and gloriously 
pietistic things . . .  
but do not will what is the most salutary for the other person— 
physically, emotionally, intellectually and spiritually— 
then . . . we are nothing more than noisy gongs and clanging cymbals. 
 
To choose another’s and my own human well-being and thriving 
requires patience and kindness and . . . self-giving— 
all of which is not always easy or comfortable or even convenient. 
To choose our own and another’s growth is to choose to walk in love  
for each other, even on paths that are hilly, thorny, and arduous. 
 
We can’t easily coin a new word for love, 
but perhaps we can let the ancient stories of scripture  
help us redefine our understanding of what love truly is. 
 
How many times have you been loved  
through times of sorrow and pain and suffering? 
When has someone loved you in the midst of their own vulnerability? 
How often have we pledged our faithfulness to those who are lost, 
defeated, hopeless because of pain or suffering in body, mind or soul? 
 
I hope that you have experienced a time when God has met you  
and accompanied you in such a time through someone else either in 
word or in action. 
When have you embarked down a loving path— 
choosing what was best for the other— 
not because of what you felt— 
but because you responded in obedience  
to the first and greatest teaching? 
 
It is good that this week’s gospel lesson ends in stunned silence. 
Silence is the appropriate first response to the radical love we have 
received and to which we are called—as the psalmist says: 
Be still and know that I am God. 
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We do well not speak of such love glibly. 
We do well not to cheapen it with shallow sentiment or mere piety. 
 
Rather, let us ask for the grace to receive such love  
as the scribe received it. 
And let us ask to be released from our indifference  
to faith active in love for  
whatever makes for peace and justice and the common good. 
Let us stand in awe and grateful silence. 
And then . . . when we are ready,  
let us walk in the way of the love of God in Christ. 
Because love is the fulfillment of the law—the teachings of God. 
Then we will be Reformers of the Church 
and agents of the grace of God in the world. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 


