
Epiphany7A 

Today we continue our exploration of Judeo-Christian 
approaches to godly living. Given the complexity of human 
relationships, we could use a polar star, a benchmark, an 
industry standard for human behavior. This is what 
Leviticus attempts to provide in the portion we heard just 
now, it’s a part of what is known as a “Holiness Code” The 
writings themselves are from relatively late in the history 
of the Hebrew Bible, but the paradigms on which they are 
based reflect ancient oral traditions of how to get along 
with God and our fellow creatures. God is understood as 
wanting us, as God’s stewards of Creation, to be holy: if God 
is holy, then we must be also. That’s why we hear over and 
over, “I am the Lord your God,” reminding the listener of 
why we are supposed to stick to this program. We tend to 
forget, from day to day, even from moment to moment, why 
these precepts are not just recommended but vital.  

The benchmark of course is neighbor love. Leviticus takes 
care to give a wealth of illustrations of where and when the 
need for neighbor love arises, all of which lead to the same 
orientation. Today’s portion concentrates especially on 
heading off our natural inclination to hierarchialize 
humanity; which tendency has inevitable results on a 
negative continuum ranging from slight fudging to outright 
rejection of the neighbor love concept. The criterion 
offered here is that the status of the “other” must not 
determine how we treat them; we are to love all as God 
loves us all. Our response to others must not be a reflection 
of who they are, but rather of who we are. And who we are, 
if we’re on the right track is characterized by whether we 
treat everyone the way we would like to be treated. 



The word translated as love is used for all kinds of different 
emotions in the Hebrew Bible, from the enthusiastic 
admiration King Saul’s servants have for David when he 
first shows up at court, to the forbidden desire Amnon feels 
for his half-sister Tamar, and every sort of affinity in 
between. The only conclusion we can draw is that the 
precept applies to everyone we encounter, without 
exception. It is not based on the strength or quality of our 
immediate feelings about someone, nor on their 
worthiness, but on justice.  As the commandment to choose 
to love God does not depend on one’s feelings about God, 
which may vary from day to day (even moment to 
moment), so the commandment to neighbor love impels a 
similar choice. 

We talked about choice being the determining factor for 
human consciousness. The Levitical statement we just 
heard: ‘Don’t bear a grudge; don’t take vengeance’ points 
out that choosing love is possible – not to say vital – 
regardless of how we feel about somebody.  The practice 
begins at home. We certainly have little choice about who 
our parents are, and even less about who our children are. 
Similarly, in our communities and congregations, it is 
possible to isolate from others, or decamp and move away 
if things start feeling too chummy, but if we want to 
participate, we have to participate with whomever shows 
up.  This doesn’t mean you necessarily want to hang out all 
the time, or go on vacation together like the Ricardos and 
the Mertzes; nowhere does it say we have to like 
everybody. There are probably plenty of people who feel 
the same about you. But this formula for unconditional 
loving is a whole lot more effective when you stop and 



think about it than choosing to pursue relationships only 
with those you’re attracted to. With that approach, there’s 
nothing to suggest, let alone recommend that we walk on a 
two way street with our selected targets.  All too often, 
we’ll end up like Humphrey Bogart standing on a train 
platform in the rain. 

On the other hand, if we’re interested in simply beautiful 
friendships, the kinds of friendships Aelred is talking about 
in the quotation you have on the back of your bulletin – to 
read later! – then love can be restricted neither to whoop-
for-joy passion about somebody, nor ‘because I’m supposed 
to.’ It has to follow a middle course. The kind of care that 
goes with this is what makes us all ministers to one 
another, all deacons in a beloved community. This is the 
foundation of God’s temple, the dwelling place of the Holy 
Spirit that is each human soul. 

Likewise, Jesus’ frame of reference in The Sermon on the 
Mount is the realm of personal relationships and their 
nature as the starting point for a just and ordered world. 
The continual use of family language in the Bible 
acknowledges our closest relationships as the point of 
departure for our dealings with the rest of the world; it’s 
‘Who’s your Daddy’ theology. And his last two examples of 
exceeding the righteousness of the Scribes and Pharisees, 
the ones we heard today: nonviolent resistance to evil and 
love of enemy, serve not to demonstrate our failure to 
achieve perfection in godliness, but rather to illustrate the 
immeasurable possibilities of love. If you greet only those 
whom you like, so what? Jesus is telling us to imagine a 
world where the greatest care is taken with those with 
whom we are in conflict. 



Thus we might adapt Mark Twain’s famous line, “If you 
always tell the truth, you don’t have to remember 
anything,” into “If everyone gets equal love, then you don’t 
have to remember who not to care for.” The 
commandments and their permutations, all the drama of 
Jesus feeding the multitudes and healing the sick, indeed 
even the very resurrection itself, all this extravagant 
abundance of life-sustaining energy is provided for us to 
imitate as we can and thrive on if we will. We say, “Thy will 
be done,” and believe it is possible, because we have seen it 
happen. As Frederick Buechner observed, “Jesus didn’t 
forgive his executioners on principle, but because in some 
unimaginable way, he was able to love them.” Only now, 
because of that, and though we can’t possibly attain 
perfection adherence to the principle, we can at least 
imagine such a thing.  

Such imaginings will lend us the courage of our convictions. 
The existence in Christ of such perfection provides a 
pervasive peace under which we can live no matter our 
struggles. The desire in our hearts to follow the ways of just 
love lends our busy human minds a rare, ultimate freedom: 
the choice of no choice at all. 
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