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Whole-Hearted Love
Jeremiah 29:11-13; Luke 10:25-28

I’ve always been curious about Jesus’ use of parables. I suppose it is
the mark of a masterful teacher to give students the tools and inspiration to
uncover truths for themselves rather than telling them everything they need
to know. It’s also clear in the Gospels that, unlike the Scribes and Pharisees
and others who often challenged him, Jesus understood that the Kingdom of
God is not something we have the ability to nail down, as if we can control or
define it with the rules and rituals of a single tradition.  I think Jesus told
parables because he wanted to inspire his first hearers, and his disciples
through the ages, to open our hearts and minds to a vision far larger and
more mysterious, more challenging and awe-inspiring, more full and far more
gracious than anything we could ever fathom.  So Jesus spoke to us in
parables–stories that would push us outside the boundaries of our safe and
comfortable places, metaphors that would challenge our prejudices and
assumptions, and comparisons that would leave us scratching our heads and
searching our hearts as we discover the deeper places to which life in God’s
Kingdom calls us.

Today’s Gospel lesson is the core teaching of the most well known of
Jesus’ parables.  Jesus and his disciples had been traveling from village to
village, sharing the good news that the Kingdom of God had come near.  They
had surely been well received by many but also expected to face rejection and
challenges of their message. So, it likely came as no surprise when a lawyer,
or more correctly a teacher of the law, attempted to call Jesus out: “So Jesus,
what do we have to do to find this ‘eternal life?’” Can’t you almost hear his
voice dripping with smugness and contempt? 

But Jesus turned the question back on him. The man was an expert in
the law, after all, so Jesus asked, “What does the law have to say about
that?”  And without missing a beat, probably eager to demonstrate his
knowledge, the lawyer responds by quoting from Deuteronomy, the Shema,
what faithful Jews believe to be the central declaration and commandment of
their faith: God is the one and only God, and we are to love God with all that
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we are.  And then he added from Leviticus, “And you shall love your neighbor
as yourself.”1  

When Jesus confirmed that he had given the right answer, I can
imagine the man puffing out his chest even more.  But, of course, we already
know that he wasn’t there to learn from or seek the affirmation of Jesus. In
fact, Luke tell us that the lawyer’s motivations were to test Jesus and to justify
himself, so he pushed a bit further: “So tell me, Jesus, who is my neighbor?”

The issue here is that Jesus and his disciples were preaching this
broad, inclusive, extravagantly merciful Kingdom of God, a Kingdom where
the sinners and outcasts and unclean of every kind are welcomed and
embraced, a Kingdom where everyone is invited to the banquet and receives
an equal portion of God’s grace. And people like this lawyer couldn’t stand for
it!  They had reputations to protect, territory to defend, and power to uphold. 
I mean, what if people started to get the idea that anyone could have access
to God, or that they could read and interpret the Law for themselves without
the need for teachers like him, without hierarchies and rigid rules?  What if
people started to think that God’s love might be available to those outside
their own religion or to foreigners or to people who had different opinions on
important issues or even to sinners? 
 

No!  It was too risky to allow all that inclusion and acceptance and grace
and love and to let it loose to run around freely without any boundaries or
restrictions. What about the law?  What about propriety?  What would people
think?  It’s just not the way we do things around here!

Have you ever wondered what it would look like if that kind of inclusion
and acceptance, that kind of grace and love were let loose to run around
freely among us?  Perhaps that sounds both scary and intriguing, both risky
and exciting?  If so, then maybe you are just the person Jesus was talking to
when he told his parables.

That kind of risky, inclusive, accepting love is not always easy to find in
this world, but this past week was one of those times when you could see it
let loose all around Rocky Mount if you knew just where to look.

I first caught a glimpse of it Sunday night when folks started to arrive for
the opening cookout. Old friends embraced and laughed, faces lit up as
friendships were renewed and memories shared, nervous rookies searched
for familiar faces, delicious food was cooked and served, and crews met to

1Deuteronomy 6:5, Leviticus 19:18 
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prepare for their work.  Yes, the love of Jesus was already becoming evident
as brothers and sisters gathered to share a meal, their prayers for the week
ahead, and the call to go out to love our neighbors.

But it was on Monday morning when the love of which Jesus spoke 
poured out of cars and gathered right out here in the Lehman Courtyard.  It
was hard to miss it then. Eager teenagers, groggy adults with their mugs of
coffee, those who were here for the first time, and those who have been
showing up on humid summer mornings for over two decades, came ready
to dive into hard work on as-yet largely unknown projects for people they had
never met.  I’m not sure what, other than the love of Jesus, might motivate
something so foolish yet so perfectly right. 

That kind of love was evident when ministers and teachers, nurses and
bankers, twenty-something’s on college break and eighty-something’s long
ago retired, Black and White, Baptists and Presbyterians and Methodists and
Episcopalians, wealthy and working-class volunteers loaded tools into their
cars and youth into vans to form crews that would work with determination
and compassion to make homeowners safer and more comfortable in their
homes. They would spend the week teaching and learning new skills, problem
solving together and encouraging one another,  forming a team identity and
sharing inside jokes, and loving everyone with whom they came into contact.

That kind of love was visible when rotten wood was made stable,
leaking roofs and pipes were repaired, peeling paint was refreshed, and drafty
doors and windows were sealed. It could be seen in every color of paint
splattered on work clothes, every nail that was driven, every board that was
cut, every sandwich and snack that was served, and every supply that was
delivered.

That kind of accepting, gracious love could be felt in each smile, each
hug, and each hand shake.  It could somehow be felt even in the frustrations
and challenges, in sweating brows and aching muscles, in early alarms and
hot, humid afternoons. And that abundant, welcoming love could definitely be
heard in the voices of homeowners who spoke of their “angels” and
“sweeties,” who blessed and prayed over their crews, who opened their
homes and shared their stories with strangers who had become friends, who
came to see a group of sweaty teenagers and their leaders as an answer to
their prayers.

The thing is, once this love of Jesus and love for Jesus, this
extravagant, far-reaching, deep and wide, disorderly, whole-hearted kind of
love is let loose in us, we just may find that it moves us to do some pretty
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ridiculous thing–things that make us uncomfortable or that cause us to try
something new or to risk something big or even to love someone we have
never met wholeheartedly. 

Now, as wonderful as this week was and Gatekeepers has been for the
past 28 years, I’m not claiming that this ministry is the fulfillment of the
Kingdom of God. It is, I think, a tiny glimpse into the promise and possibility
of it.  It is a reminder of what we are called to be and how we are called to
live.  It is a prompting for us to look for the surprising, radical, foolish, whole-
hearted love of Christ all around us every single day.  It is a springboard for
us to love by working and serving, by including and welcoming in new and
ever-expanding ways every day. And if we will allow it to be, it is an
opportunity for us to receive far more than we could ever give, and to be
changed by the love of Christ and by our brothers and sisters far more than
our work could ever rehabilitate a home. 

When I reflect on this past week and all the Gatekeepers Workcamps
that have come before it, they become an invitation to dream even bigger
dreams about what the love of Jesus could really do among us if we would
allow it, and it is a call for each of us to look deeply at how we are attempting
to love with all our heart, soul, mind and strength. I believe that we think we
are inclusive and loving, accepting and gracious, and perhaps compared to
some other folks, we are. But I’m not sure we should be grading such things
on a curve.  Based on teachings of Jesus like the Parable of the Good
Samaritan, I feel certain God doesn’t look at it that way.  According to Jewish
custom and law, it was perfectly understandable that the priest and Levite in
the story might pass by without helping the man on the side of the road.  They
had important duties in the Temple, after all, and if they touched him, they
would be unclean. And they didn’t know who he was or what he had done. 
Maybe he had done something to deserve to be in the situation– Everyone
should know better than to travel on that road alone, right?  What did he
expect would happen?  

But Jesus holds up as the hero of the story, as the example we are to
emulate, a Samaritan–a Samaritan!  Doesn’t Jesus know that Samaritans are
filthy, nasty half-breeds who worship in the wrong place and interpret the
scriptures incorrectly?  Doesn’t he know that the Kingdom of God is reserved
for the people who are acceptable and deserving and righteous? We hear this
story in its now-familiar and sanitized words, and we risk missing the scandal
of it all. The kind of love commanded in the Law and illustrated by Jesus with
this parable is not a feel-good, pat ourselves on the back love reserved for
those we already like or for those we deem deserving. It is not a love that is
convenient or cheap or without risk. No, it is love that demands our
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wholehearted devotion and commitment, one that reaches out to include
those we don’t understand or agree with, those who are outsiders and
outcasts and whom the world labels as “less than.” It is compassionate to
people who haven’t earned it and don’t deserve it and merciful to our
enemies, kind of like the love Jesus has offered to us and out of which he
gave his life for us.

Throughout this week, we shared daily crew devotions written by
representatives from ministries and agencies throughout the Rocky Mount
community. We heard from Down East Partnership for Children, My Sisters’
House, Christian Fellowship Homes, Meals on Wheels, and United
Community Ministries.  While I am grateful to those who took the time to
share their thoughts about biblical examples of people who gave their all
because of their faith, what I hope they accomplished most was a challenge
for all of us to look for ways to love and serve in our community and world–to
love the single mother, the victim of domestic violence, the addict, the
immigrant, the elderly and disabled, the imprisoned, the poor and
homeless–in generous, risky, and inclusive ways.  If we are to love the way
Jesus loves us, it means stepping outside our own echo chambers to listen
to other voices, to share life with those who look or think or worship or vote
differently from us. It means welcoming the stranger, ministering to the needs
of the vulnerable, and treating the outsider with dignity.  It means working to
meet immediate needs as well as advocating for policies and systems that
promote the well-being of all and the thriving of the least among us. It means
using our voices, our time, our resources, and our influence in ways that are
not self-serving but are other-empowering.  It means loving with our whole
selves, the way Jesus loves us. 

What would it look like for the abundant, gracious, whole-hearted love
of Jesus to run free among us?  If this past week is any indication, I think we
can already begin to catch a glimpse of it all around us and maybe even
within and among us.  Thanks be to God!
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July 14, 2019 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

When we are honest, O God, we admit that we sometimes feel helpless
and our faith seems futile in light of the problems that beset us day by day. 
Winds and floods, fires and droughts, diseases and dangers, poverty and
unrest, injustice and anger all rush at us like a storm surge that we have no
way to stop.  It feels like nothing we do or anything we pray makes a
difference any more.

Help us to pause in the midst of the storm that is our life at times. 
Remind us to breathe deeply of the peace of your Spirit.  And recall to our
hearts the prophet's reminder that you desire only good for us and never ill
will.  Remind us over and over that we will find you and peace that you
promise when we finally seek you with all of our heart and mind and soul and
strength.

We know that you do not send storms to punish us or withhold rain to
indicate displeasure with our lives.  We know that illness is not a signal of
your wrath nor is wealth a reward of your favor.  We know that you love each
of us the same and long for good to come our way equally.

To that end, O God, we pray that we will commit ourselves
wholeheartedly to you.  We pray that we will learn how to truly love one
another as you love us and that our neighbor will experience the same grace
from us that we want from you.  We pray that we will learn to be silent long
enough to hear one another, that we will be patient long enough to learn from
one another, and that we will be kind enough to help one another.  Teach us
the total commitment and sacrifice that love truly is.

Hearts open and willing to work, we do ask for your mercy on us and all
people.  Bring help to the people just beginning to emerge from the storm this
weekend.  Bring hope and real solutions to the people who are looking for a
new home where the opportunities of a good life are real.  Calm the
disquieted spirits of all who want justice but who seem to have a narrow view
of what is right for all people.  Open the closed minds of leaders who have the
opportunity to do the right thing for good reasons.  Open the hearts of us all
to live as you lived when Christ was among us.

For the gift of a week of work and friendship and love shared this past
week, we are grateful, O God.  For the opportunities to do it all again this
coming week in whatever ways you offer us, we thank you, through Jesus
Christ our Lord.  Amen.

Jody C. Wright, Senior Minister
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