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SERMON  

Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God is one LORD: And thou shalt love the LORD thy God 
with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy might. [Deuteronomy 6:4-5] 

Thou shalt not avenge, nor bear any grudge against the children of thy people, but thou 
shalt love thy neighbor as thyself: I am the LORD. [Leviticus 19:18] 

How are we doing with these two commandments this morning, folks? 

Setting aside an allergy to commandments themselves, I will make the UU invitation to 
think expansively of the concept of God, the most holy, the sacred in our midst, spirit of 
life, love everlasting… how many of us have already offered up our praise and reverence – 
all our heart, all our souls, all our might? Give me an amen if you have! 

Bravo! 

And then, let’s see – maybe the tougher one – how are we doing with that wish to avenge, 
the bearing of grudges, the loving of our neighbors? And as I did with God let me get 
expansive here – not just the people who live next door, but the people who live and think 
and speak very differently than you. How’s that love humming along? Who feels 
FANTASTIC about sending warm fuzzies to those neighbors this morning? 

How many of you have already read the news or been on social media? Makes it hard, 
doesn’t it? 

You may have noticed lately that a lot of the rules that used to be taken for granted about 
political speech and elections and just how to behave in general are being broken. Both 
the letter and the spirit of public discourse around politics seem to have no boundaries.  

He can’t say that, can he? She didn’t just…. Did she? 

Thanks in large part to the speed and knee-jerk capacity of social media, and helped along 
by the impulsiveness of candidates and their supporters, we have lots of fodder for 
outraged amazement.  

Thinkers and writers on the left and the right have been busily attempting analysis. There 
are a lot of competing diagnoses for the problem. There are calls for a return to civility. For 
taking up greater activism and not compromising a thing. For returning to values and 
practices that informed successful social change in the past. Suddenly people are even 
waxing nostalgic for the tumultuous time of 1968. To use a technical term of social 
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analysis, run through the translator to make it suitable for church, things are awfully 
messed up, folks. 

There was a similar thing happening in Jesus’ time. Economic distress and social disruption 
were rampant, and the political and religious order of the day were scrambling hard to 
keep power – using every means necessary to try to subdue a people in great turmoil. The 
people were searching for their bearings, for some sign of a simple, clear path to follow to 
know they were on the right track in the midst of a society in chaos. There were a lot of 
existing religious rules, which of course Jesus was known to both be well aware of and to 
defy. Some sects wanted the rule of keeping the sabbath to be the greatest. Some wanted it 
to be the rule of offering sacrifice. The list went on. And so, both as a way to seek wisdom 
and as a test of his position, they posed the question to Jesus: what is the greatest of the 
commandments? 

And he responded with the Shema Yisrael, the holiest saying for Jews, the proclamation 
that was on the lips of the faithful in prayer twice daily, at the Sabbath feast, and on their 
death beds: 
The LORD our God is one LORD: And thou shalt love the LORD thy God with all thy 
heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy might. 

For first-century Judaism, this was not just a private kind of piety. It contained   a directive 
that a person had to live their life in such a way that they directed others to the love of 
God. Their way of life should show the goodness of God in every way. And Jesus upped 
the ante on this commandment – hard enough in itself – with the second part, quoting 
Leviticus: 

Thou shalt not avenge, nor bear any grudge against the children of thy people, but thou 
shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. 

Bringing those Jewish core teachings to the fore, the next question was of course, who is 
my neighbor. And Jesus responded with the story of the good Samaritan. Reflecting on that 
passage, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. noted that 
  

It is the Greek word agape that is translated to "love" in English. Not eros or 
philios, romantic or sentimental love, but agape. Not a feeling so much as a 
practice: the practice of being committed to the well-being of others simply 
because you are, and they are.  ["An Experiment in Love," 1958] 

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s theology and social ethic were grounded in this kind of love, 
and as he described it: 
  

Agape is disinterested love. Agape does not begin by discriminating between 
worthy and unworthy people, or any qualities people possess. It begins by loving 
others for their sakes. It is an entirely “neighbor-regarding concern for others,” 
which discovers the neighbor in every [person] it meets. Therefore, agape makes 
no distinction between friends and enemy; it is directed toward both. ["An 
Experiment in Love," 1958] 
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If you don't know the kind of person I am  
and I don't know the kind of person you are  
a pattern that others made may prevail in the world  
and following the wrong god home we may miss our star. [Stafford] 

Paradoxically, in this age of so much information, a platform for sharing every single idea 
under the sun, and more ways to be connected than ever, we are walling ourselves off into 
more and more isolated enclaves of like-thinking souls. Social media allows us all to spout 
off about everything – including things it would never have occurred to many of us to have 
strong feeling about. But it also lets us control the world of ideas that comes into our 
stream. Anything that challenges or offends our way of thinking is a threat. Something to 
be avoided at all cost. And since the ideas are attached to people, those people must be 
excised from our circles as well. If we want to get along at the office, at neighborhood 
parties, or with parents at the playground, we do well to avoid the subjects of controversy.  

Which also just happen to be those things we care most passionately about and make us 
who we are. 

The pattern that others made, my friends, is locking us off into fortified villages of like-
minded people, and we throw articles over our Facebook walls like bombs, hoping they 
will land with some persuasive effect, and call it discourse.  

We are following the wrong god home, missing each other and the demands and presence 
of that larger love that holds us. 

These habits keep us from living into the promise of our connection, from really being 
able to greet each other in our fullness. Our gifts are squandered when they are needed 
most. 

What might we hear differently this election year if agape was fully engaged? What kinds 
of policies and practices might be proposed for our nation's well-being if we were all 
reminded of the fact that none of us is great if we don't enact our gifts with a love that is 
not conditional, whose measure is not those we feel good about, but extends to those we 
have been told to fear? 
  
It is important for awake people to be awake, writes William Stafford. 

If we are sure in the love of God, we are sure of a love that is not about our perfection, or 
our rightness, but a love that belongs to us because we simply are.  We are freed to do the 
work the prophets proclaimed without needing to be liked by those who are different than 
we are. Or liking them as a prerequisite for our mercy, or justice, or relief. We dwell in the 
certainty that each and all are neighbors. 
  
The practice to which we are called is about offering ourselves to those whom we would 
love to turn away from. Political different, religiously different, ethnically different. When 
we sit in simple curiosity, we bring the word of the scripture into our own flesh. 
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This is not just an abstract possibility I stand before you and proclaim as a lofty minded 
preacher. It is one I watch people learn to make real in my work with the Public 
Conversations Project. We work around the world to help people build relationship and 
understanding in the midst of some of the toughest divisions. Not to reach agreement, but 
to learn to live together, to be neighbors, to see and know each other fully. Because 
behind every belief is a person with a story. And when we learn those stories, we find 
ways to be connected that we may never have imagined.  

Since 2008, we’ve been working with Christian and Muslim communities in Nigeria to 
build understanding and productive coexistence. Sokoto is a majority-Muslim city, and 
tensions between Christians and Muslims have been high off and on for decades. Early last 
year, just two days after a Christian business had been burned to the ground and the 
suspects were rumored to be Muslim, a Christian man, driving drunk, crashed his truck 
into the home of a Muslim family.  

The first person to respond at the scene happened to be a young Muslim man.  

He also happened to be one of the 200 people trained in our process of inquiry and 
dialogue. By his own report, his ability to pause before rushing to an assumption of 
certainty about what was happening made all the difference. He was able to ask open, 
honest questions of the driver, which helped him to determine that the accident was 
indeed an accident and not a hate-motivated retaliation.  
And that in turn made it possible for a very different story to unfold on that night.  
He calmed the gathering crowd, had the status to be understood as a faithful interpreter of 
events, and maintained the peace while everyone got the help they needed. 

This happened, I want to underscore,  
in a place where people had lost lives of loved ones to the enemies in question.  
Where the destruction of a truck or the wall of a home could mean financial disaster. 
The stakes were high, and yet this small act made peace possible in that moment when 
violent retribution would have been the understandable response. 
  
What might be unfolding for us here in the US if 
police and school teachers 
social workers and gas station attendants 
researchers and bus drivers 
financial executives and home health aides 
all had some experience of someone willing to ask a different question, 
a question to widen understanding 
and offer the ability to observe each other with the wonder 
that can infuse all of life? 

We don’t have to give up or give in to get curious. To engage. 
When we are called by the love we are given to push through our fears, we can learn the 
skills of curiosity, of listening, of learning to tell our own story and be open to those of 
others. 

You see, when we are living fully the truth of the love that is ours, always, already there, 
we need not worry about whether our conversation partner agrees with us, or has ideas 
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we might even think dangerous. When we rest in the great gift of the love we are given, 
the grace that always already surrounds us, the fact that others are different - that they 
believe things that are the opposite of what we would proclaim -- is not a threat. Our gifts 
are known and seen and worthy. All that remains if they are to be of any use is for them to 
be offered in love. 

In fact, if history has shown us anything, our turning away from those whose ideas we 
despise is exactly what drives deeper divisions, propels us into alienation and despair that 
can, and do, turn deadly.  Living the ethical commitment to see and know each other, we 
can save lives. We can release prisoners. We can untie every yoke.  

In the name of our faith, of our forebears who saw the radical call of this universalism and 
preached it far and wide,  
who saw in each person the ability to grow and express some light of divinity, 

I would like to invite you to be part of our conspiracy of connection,  
a gathering of goodness in the form of relationship, of understanding, 
of faith in the fact that our differences are the greatest gifts  
in building a nation, a world worthy of passing on to our children and  
grandchildren.  

Friends, the darkness around us is deep. 
Our awakening to connection, 
our living in deep curiosity, 
our willingness to cross the chasm of belief 
will make the difference between our survival and our extinction  
as a people, as a planet. 

Let us make it so, together. 
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