Sermon 
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Deuteronomy 34:1-12; Psalm 90:1-6,13-17; I Thessalonians 2:1-8; Matthew 22:34-46
 
I am not a biblical literalist—after 7 years of graduate theological study and many more years of reading and study—I am not even yet a biblical scholar! I am still a student, but I know enough of biblical history and authorship to know that the bible does indeed contain all things necessary for salvation—(a statement each priest and deacon and bishop affirms at their ordination)—I have, however, come to believe that men –yes mostly men—(and of courses only men are credited)—wrote the bible –wrote it while they were inspired by god—in prayer with god—wrote it to tell of their relationship with god—but still as holy as it is and as intimately as god was involved in the words of scripture we read still today—most of the bible is not literally true---the world was not created in 7  twenty four hour days—nor was Adam made of dust and a rib taken from him to create woman, thus giving men one less rib than women!---Moses probably did not  live 120 years (but a VERY long time!)  likely Sarah was not 90 when she first gave birth (but was probably older than the usual for a first baby, —and it is highly unlikely that the ENTIRE world was covered with water while one boat holding a pair of each kind of animal and insect  floated above it all—these are all stories written to explain the role of God acting in human history and how human beings have, through history, tried  to maintain a holy relationship with god by living a life they believed worthy of God’s love and their salvation. 
 
 I realize that some passages of scripture contradict other passages and that each of the 4 gospelers were telling the same story to different audiences and therefore told the story of Jesus in a way that their audience could hear—and that may contradict another of the gospelers. I do, however, after all these years of study prayer and serious reflection, believe scripture is true—often not factual—but always true in some way.
 
So, No, I am not a biblical literalist –or am I? Are you?
 
What I have come to realize over time is that I am a literalist about certain passages in scripture—but in that I am no different than those who claim literalism of the bible as their approach to biblical scholarship. They do what I do. They do what I would suggest we all do—pick and choose the passages that best describe my faith and my understanding of God and hang on to those passages –because for me—for them—and likely for you-- such passages ARE literally factual as well as true.
 
The quote from Matthew this morning is one such passage for me. “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind. This is the first commandment and the second is like it “you shall love your neighbor as yourself.” To me, this is the word of God.
 
I have no illusion that I am able to keep this commandment faithfully all the time –and likewise I know of no one who can—but still, for me, it is what I try to do, want to do, aspire to do, pray about doing, and try to live. That this commandment is from god, I do not doubt—for I believe it embodies everything I know of Jesus Christ—everything I know from scripture, from what he taught and from my own prayers and my own experience of Him. For me a very sometime literalist—this is the word of God.
 
But when it comes to parsing it out and saying what it means—well I would wager that you could get 10 people who see this passage as essential to our faith and literally from god and we would have a lively debate about what exactly it means…and since I am blessed with being the preacher this morning—I get to tell it my way—knowing that your way may be different—and I would relish the opportunity to hear your interpretation too!
 
The part of these commandments that I get tripped up on is the loving of neighbor. I am sure all of us have thought about who are neighbors are—close and far—which ethnicity and which country of origin, we have learned to be “PC” here in MA in ways most other states only make fun of—so of course we have thought about who are neighbors are---
 
But how often do we think about what it is to love them as we love ourselves? What kind of love was Jesus talking about? I think Jesus was talking about “tough love” when we think of loving ourselves—even if we have low esteem issues or some other label given by modern culture, most of us think we are good folks –we do not think of ourselves as the ones in need of tough love—even if most of us have little trouble thinking that there are others are in need of some of that tough love! 
 
To love one’s neighbor as one’s self is to be willing to not only examine yourself and reflect and repent and change your own ways—but to hold others accountable—not judge them—or yourself.—We know that judgment belongs to god alone—but to hold accountable ourselves or our neighbor is part of loving ourselves and our neighbor. We Christians have a difficult time holding each other accountable in ways that are filled with love—tough love—and we have just as difficult a time holding ourselves accountable with any kind of love at all. Tough love is not fuzzy and warm—it can be prickly—and it can be hard to take—but it is the kind of love that endures and grows relationships and inner strength, more love and faith. 
 
This week I was asked to be part of a study about “mobbing” in churches—“Mobbing” is  described by the doctoral student doing the study as  when a small group of people end up forcing a whole church community to get rid of a leader, lay or ordained .  This phenomenon occurs when the community as a whole refuses to hold the few who would have their own way accountable for their actions. It is becoming more and more common in the church and in our culture and of course it was the mentality that allowed Christ to be crucified.  We do not like to hold each other or ourselves accountable –with love—we would rather avoid the conflict, smooth things out, keep the peace, 
 
We often delude ourselves by thinking that that we are being “loving”, or pastoral, or kind,—or even Christian when we let destructive behavior continue in ourselves or in others. Using those good words (loving, pastoral, kind) to cover what is really loving, pastoral, kind and Christian behavior is easier than tough love.. Failing to hold ourselves accountable to a standard of kindness and pastoring and love that demands honest, mutual critique is tough.  Tough love is not warm and fuzzy at all, but I do think it is kind and it is loving and it is above all Christian-- it is what nurtures  souls—our own and the souls of those we have the courage to truly love as God would have us love—that tough love of faithful relationship.
 
 Of course it is difficult to give one’s self such faithfully critical love without becoming self justifying or defensive!  It is even harder to give it to others without becoming either judgmental or self righteous as we interact them. It is a very fine line to walk, this kind of tough love. And it is difficult to practice—which of course is why we so rarely do!  
 
But isn’t it true that being faithful is difficult? If we were to really love god with all our heart, mind and soul—we would not even need to think about what it is to love our neighbors as our self.  But so few of us can or do. The only way I know it to even come close or be possible for moments—mere moments-- in our lives is with constant reflection and prayer.  In the world today we see little evidence that people are loving god with all their heart minds and souls—let alone their neighbors or themselves!
 
So lets change that! Lets experiment for a week—and if we are able—continue! I invite you to think of god deliberately each day—not at your usual prayer time –if you have one—but at a time that you are usually not thinking about God at all—like when you are driving to pick up kids or walking to the coffee pot or watching the evening news, or cooking dinner or driving home from work –you name the time! And in those few moments truly give thanks to god for all god has given to you—even the challenges—and ask god to help you love all your neighbors—those random people god has put in your path at home, at work , in your neighborhood, in church, in the world. Then think about how you are in need of some tough love yourself. What do you need to change about your self to grow into the person God created you to be? I wonder what might happen? Might we begin to love god more faithfully? Would our neighbors see a new spring in our steps? Would we smile more? Laugh more?  Would our relationship be stronger? Lets try it and find out! Lets transform the world-or at least our small part of it!
 
 
And if you have reflection time left over—I invite you think about which passages of scripture you believe are literally and factually true and how if you really lived into them  life might be different and the world around you might be transformed. Amen.
 

