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“The Compassionate Life”
1 Thessalonians 2:1-8 & Matthew 22:34-46

I want to offer a word of appreciation to those of you who take time, from time to time, to share your thoughts and feelings about something I may have said, or in some instances, may not have said from this pulpit over the course of our life together as a church family.  I am especially appreciative of those of you who may question or disagree with something I may have said or not said.

On any given Sunday pastors and lay persons who stand in tens of thousands of pulpits around the world find themselves in the unenviable position of wondering whether or not what they have to say will be a source of inspiration or cause for offense.  There are some who view worship as a time to “comfort the afflicted.”  There are others who see worship as a time to also “afflict the comforted.”
Either view if held to at the exclusion of the other is fraught with its own risks.  Both are essential to the life of the church.  When Jesus spoke he ran the risk of being a source of inspiration for some and for others a cause for offense.  At times he was a pastor and at times he was a prophet.  He offered words of comfort on some occasions and other occasions he offered words of challenge.

I know that none of us would claim that we are always certain whether we are being pastoral or prophetic in what we say.  But what I do know is if Christ lives in us then it is very likely we will find ourselves having to offer words of comfort or words of challenge.
Our reading this morning from The Gospel According to Matthew provides us with the heart of the good news of Jesus Christ.  When questioned by the religious leaders of his day about “which commandment in the law is the greatest” (Matthew 22:36), Jesus responded and said to them, ‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’  This is the greatest and first commandment.  And a second is like it:  ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’” (Matthew 22:37-39)
Both commandments provide us with words of comfort and words of challenge.  We are comforted in knowing that whatever one may say of God’s laws, the commandment to love is primary.   We are also challenged in knowing that the prophets saw God’s desire for justice and compassion as a part of that love.

So as persons of faith and as a community of Jesus’ disciples, we are called to find ways to proclaim our love for God and for our neighbors and ourselves.  But that is more easily said than done.

“God’s law is not about regulation, rules, and punishments.  It is about just relationships between God and people, and between neighbors.”  (Seasons of the Spirit, Congregational Life/Pentecost 2, 2008, page 70)
Our love for God, for others and ourselves demands more than whatever sentiment or emotion we may want to attach to our understanding of love.  If we are to love as God loves – without conditions – then it will require not only the commitment of our hearts and minds, but the commitment of our very souls.
Someone said, “Loving with unlimited compassion, as God loves us, is a compelling way to tell the good news of Christ.”  And the best way for such love to be demonstrated in a convincing way is to make certain that there is “congruence between our words and our deeds.”  (Op. cit.)
Or as a colleague said to me, “Love requires action.”  Or as others have said, “Love is not a noun but a verb.”

In our reading from The First Letter of Paul to the Thessalonians we find Paul, Silvanus and Timothy expressing their deep love and affection for those who were in the church in Thessalonica.  Paul reminds the Thessalonians that “we never came with words of flattery . . .  but we were gentle among you, like a nurse tenderly caring for her own children.  So deeply do we care for you that we are determined to share with you not only the gospel of God but also our own selves, because you have become very dear to us.”  (1 Thessalonians 2:7-8)

Paul, Silvanus and Timothy remind us about love and how we might demonstrate our love for God, others, and ourselves beyond the words we speak.  But that again is something more easily said than done.

I have shared this thought with you before.  The dilemma we face as we take heed of the commandment to love is this:  Yes, we may say we demonstrate our love for God by gathering for worship and by serving in the church and community.  Yes, we may say we show our love for others providing care for those in need and by feeling the pain of another as one’s own.

But to love ourselves?
  Many of us may feel reluctant to say, “Yes, I love myself.”  Such a statement may be misconstrued by others as self-centered and self-serving. 
Yet that is what God commands of us.  It is clear from the Biblical text that our ability to love God and others fall short when we are unable to love ourselves.  

The First Letter of John is brutal in its assessment of “Those who say, ‘I love God,’ and hate their brothers or sisters.”  (1 John 4:20)  Such folk are “liars.” 

So then how do we love both in word and deed?  We struggle together.  There will be moments when we may step on each other’s toes.  There are times when we may have edges around us that are sharp and brittle.

There may be occasions when we may find ourselves overwhelmed by too much hurt and pain, jealousy and bitterness, dissensions and quarrels, factions and divisions, hatred and strife.  But we hold fast to one another and we do not grow weary in doing what is right.  We seek the Spirit’s presence so that our love for God, for others, and for ourselves may be filled with patience and kindness, generosity and gentleness, faithfulness and peace.

We may not always hit the mark when it comes to loving God, loving others, loving ourselves.  But that is what we are commanded to do.  
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