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I am thankful for the invitation to be in worship with you this morning and to be the speaker here 
as you bring your consecration season to its end. I am also happy to bring you greetings on behalf of 
your staff in the Christian Church of Northern California-Nevada, and to say how thankful I am for 
our Minister of Administration, Jim Thomas who does so much to keep us organized.  

As you know, we are the second half of dually aligned relationship along with the United Church of 
Christ. Throughout our Region and Conference because of congregations like yours, people are fed 
and housed literally, encouraged, and strengthened spiritually, embraced in families of choice, and 
challenged to open wide the doors of the church so we can go out and when others make enter in, 
we can make room for them.  

We are grateful for you and the witness your congregation makes in this place. Through your 
support, in prayer, in showing up and participating in our life together. And we are grateful for the 
opportunity to walk in holy partnership with you as you strengthen your ministry here and 
throughout the region. 

Pray 

Jesus has been arguing with the religious leaders of his day all day long. The conflict has taken the 
form of conversations in which the Pharisees and Sadducees kind of tag team Jesus with a series of 
trap questions. Trap questions are the ones designed not to help us to be better informed, but to 
prove a point about something. “Will you support my cause? No? Why don’t you care about …” 

Already he has answered questions about who is invited to a wedding banquet, and what is proper 
attire once they are there, begging the question, why would you invite random strangers to a 
wedding only to get mad when they don’t have the right color tuxedo, or their shoes and purse do 
not match? 

There was a question about to whom taxes are should be paid, and another one about resurrection. 
The Sadducees asked and Jesus answered.  

Who were these Sadducees? Think of them as the religious elite. Wealthy, conciliatory toward the 
occupying Roman government, they believed in the authority of written scripture. They did not 
believe in the resurrection or the afterlife so their question about who is married to whom in 
heaven is a disingenuous trap question.  

Here’s the thing about trap questions. They present us with either or, not both and solutions, and 
they can stop the conversation. They can make differences divisive. They are about winners and 
losers. 

But Jesus answers them, be prepared to be a guest at the banquet, taxes go to Rome, and there is no 
marriage in heaven. Out maneuvered, they go on their way.  

Then come the Pharisees, not part of the elite class of believers, but certain that they had the truth, 
the Pharisees were part of the business and professional class, and part of the religious 
establishment. They trusted in both the written scriptures and oral tradition, they understood that 
the written word has power, but so does a story shared aloud that helps us understand who God is 
and how we relate to God. Seen by our 21st century eyes they are intolerant literalists who will not 
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bend, who insist on every part of every rule being followed, often called out as hypocrites by Jesus, 
the Pharisees were the fierce opponents of the inclusivity, relationship before rules that Jesus 
practiced.  

But they also had their own kind of inclusiveness. A rabbi colleague of mine in Columbus explained 
to us that the Pharisees believed that it was the obligation of all believers to follow all of the law, 
not just the priests and judges. And that Jesus should too. 

The Pharisees have overheard his engagement with the Sadducees and these Pharisees huddle up 
among themselves and come up with their own question for him, and they think they have set the 
perfect trap. “Of all the hundreds of commandments, no other Gods before the God who created us, 
not adultery, or lying, or theft, which is the greatest. What about the dietary laws, no shellfish or 
pork, and laws about cleanliness, and laws about mixing cotton and other fabrics together? So, tell 
us Jesus, which is the greatest commandment is the greatest?” 

I can see Jesus after a long afternoon of this just being tired and maybe a little annoyed. Seriously, 
you want me to answer this question?  

Jesus is engaged, and he answers the question. Love God with everything you have and love your 
neighbor with the same passion as you love yourself. One writer describes his answer this way: 
“Loving God is the first thing, the most important thing. But with it comes a corollary, something to 

put alongside loving God; to love God means that you also love God’s people. (adapted from 
Working Preacher Matthew 22:34-46. 2011). 

What kind of love do we show God and neighbors? It is love that is different than that of parents 
and children, or even different than that of our most physically and emotionally intimate partners. 
To love God and neighbor, especially as we love ourselves is to see that we are connected to each 
other, we are in community together. To hear a commandment to love is to hear God calling out the 
best in us so that we can bear witness to the love of God for us. And we go and do it. 

All of us can appreciate this call to connection and vulnerability. Love God, love your neighbor as 
you love yourself, and if you struggle with loving yourself, find people who will affirm their love for 
you until you can see that you are one of God’s beloved. 

The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) declares that “we are a movement for wholeness in a 
fragmented world; as part of the one body of Christ, we welcome all to the table as God has 
welcomed us.” And that as part of that movement, we practice true community, a deep Christian 
spirituality, and a passion for justice.”  

The United Church of Christ has declared that the love of God is expressed in to three great loves: 
love of neighbor, love of children, and love of creation. Those are among the ways we show our love 
for God. 

My pastor in Ohio used to say that “church is where we tell the truth.” Jesus engaged in truth telling 
with the Sadducees and the Pharisees and everybody else he met. Maybe we should too.  

The truth is, we are called to a love that leads to greater love and love that leads to a community of 
mutual care and hospitality. The love of God and neighbor makes a place -- for people who want to 
explore what this love of God is for them and for us. We bring life and stuff and things to this 
commandment to love God and neighbor, and some of what we bring weighs us down and makes 
loving anyone difficult.  

Loving is not easy when we bear the weight of racism and misogyny, of privilege and of who is in 
and who is out as perpetrators and as people who are victim of these perpetrators. The reality of 
bigotry and its assault on our personhood does not help us get to loving-kindness and the agape 
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love Jesus is talking about here. They shatter community, they divide, they demand that we not only 
choose sides, and sometimes we should, but that we see those across the way as our mortal 
enemies. When I see Facebook posts of my friends in St. Louis literally taking to the streets in the 
cause of justice, and their concerns mocked and dismissed, when I hear people say that to protest is 
to be somehow un-American, and maybe anti-American, when we question the faith of people with 
whom we disagree, love is not clearly present for God or for neighbor.  

But here’s the thing, we cannot love God and not love God’s people. When we say we love God and 
do not love God’s people we risk losing our own humanity, we begin to see others not as our 
neighbor but as someone less than human. And when that happens bigotry begins to eat at the soul 
and we see the kind of irrational hatred that was on full display in Charlottesville in August and last 
weekend.  

Love God with your whole self and love your neighbor as you love yourself. 

When I was growing up, our congregation had an old school male chorus. One of their signature 
songs, sure to get people swaying was called “Is Your All on the Altar?” The chorus asks, is your all 
on the altar of sacrifice laid, your heart does the Spirit control? You can only be blessed, and have 

peace and sweet rest, when you yield him your body and soul” (Is Your All on the Altar?). 

I hear an invitation from Jesus for us to be all in, to do the spiritual hokey-pokey and put our whole 
selves in. I hear an invitation to love all of who and what we are. Athletes will say they are all in and 
leave nothing on the court or field. A gambler will say that they were willing to bet their last dollar 
that they would win (I say that knowing that an example of gambling is not the best thing on 
consecration Sunday). 

To love with all that we have: heart, soul, and mind is to give everything we to God, and if we are 
giving to God we are giving to our neighbors. All in. 

If we are all in, it just might be that we will expand our understanding of who are neighbor is so that 
it includes the person we encounter whose humanity we acknowledge with a nod, a smile, or even a 
hello. 

Our neighbor may be the ones we know who are doing well and are secure, and those who have lost 
their homes and livelihoods and are hanging onto hope by a fraying thread. We have seen them in 
Napa and Santa Rosa, and Geyserville and Mendocino County. They are in Houston and Key West, 
and the Virgin Islands and Puerto Rico. Our neighbors are people who do not listen to the music we 
like, or live where we do, or vote like we do.  

All of us are here loved by God, loving God and neighbor and ourselves. That is how I understand 
the way Jesus answered the question of the greatest commandment. But now he has one of his own. 
It is a question about the Pharisees understanding of the Messiah. We believe that Jesus is the 
Anointed one, but that was not a settled question when he asked them. “Who Son is the Messiah?” 
“David’s” “How can that be since David calls the Messiah ‘Lord?”  

It’s his own trap question, and it finally ends this long day of conversation and debate. But after this, 
the cross begins to loom ever larger, they leave and return with every reason they can think of to 
take his life. 

It is in the shadow of the cross and in the light of the empty tomb that we are called to love God and 
neighbor. How? Maybe it is as simple as sharing a cup of tea. The Disciples Reconciliation Ministry 
has an initiative called, “One bag of tea, one conversation, one relationship” that invites us to sit and 
talk and get to know one another better, over a cup of tea.  
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Maybe it’s as simple as following what Peter Marty calls a “Christian to Do List”. Can we for the love 
of God and neighbor, commit to do these things: 

1. Practice the gratitude of Jesus and you'll never be tempted to be a bully. 

2. Speak truth to power.  

3. Do justice, love kindness, walk humbly with God. 

4. Embrace the weak and vulnerable, and do not mock them. 

5. Welcome the stranger.  

6. Build bridges of hospitality. 

7. Resist fear.  

8. Extend hope to others. 

9. Remember that once you speak a word, it's impossible to unspeak it.  

10. Never view yourself as above forgiveness. 

11. Cherish grace.1 

Today, as you prepare to consecrate your resources to the ministry and mission of God’s church, do 
it as an act of love. We love because God has been made known to us in Jesus Christ. We love 
because of him, this one of whom heaven and angels sang at his birth and wept at his death. This 
one who was raised from death to great rejoicing and we rejoice still. This one whose love for us is 
deep and wide, and inclusive and never ending. We do all that we do, because of who he is and what 
he has given for us.  

We give ourselves away to him so that all that we bring to love God and neighbor can be used to his 
glory and for the sake of the world.  

Let it be so. Amen. 

 

                                                           
1 (based on a column in the Christian Century by Peter W. Marty. December 2016). 


