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“What would Jesus do?” That slogan may not be in our minds explicitly when we have to make hard choices, but it is a question worth asking. Today’s reading from Matthew’s gospel gives us an easy-to-remember summary of Jesus’ teaching. Like a candidate in a political debate, Jesus has to field a question about the most important of the commandments. It was a test question often asked of the rabbis of his time by people who were trying to find the best rabbi. “Which is the greatest of the commandments?” someone asks him.


Jesus responds immediately: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and mind and soul.” This was neither a difficult nor an unusual response, and in making it Jesus lined himself up with the common wisdom. To this day, observant Jews give a special honor to this commandment, known as the Shema for its first phrase from Deuteronomy: “Hear O Israel, you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and soul and with all your might.” This commandment is written on a tiny scroll and sealed in the Mazuza on the doorposts of people’s houses, so that they can do what Deuteronomy goes on to require: “You shall write this on your doorposts.” As observant Jews go in and out of their houses they touch the Mazuza as a way of remembering the commandment.


Jesus’ innovation is to join the Shema to another commandment and to place them on a similar plane of importance. “And the second commandment is like it,” he says: “you shall love your neighbor as yourself.” So there we have our marching orders, our defining ethic, our words to live by, our understanding of what Jesus would do: “Love God with all your heart and mind and soul, and love your neighbor as yourself.”


Remembering Jesus’ instruction isn’t as easy as it seems it should be. When tough decisions are required of us, we tend to be stressed, juggling a lot of information, listening to conflicting inner and outer voices, needing to think carefully and fast. Jesus’ summary of the commandments isn’t always the loudest voice. That brings me to one of my main points on this Commitment Sunday, the day on which we celebrate our commitment to be caretakers of all the gifts God has given us. The point is this: we need each other, we need this parish community of St. Andrew’s, we need the community of the faithful in all their other places, to keep these teachings of Jesus somewhere in our minds. None of us can do this alone; all of us need each other, all of us need the community of love and forgiveness and aspiration and remembered tradition that we renew our commitment to care for today.


We need each other’s help to puzzle out what Jesus and Moses meant by loving God with all our hearts and minds and souls. How can we love the invisible God? Moses had to struggle with this question in the story we read last week. With an assist from the great medieval Jewish teacher Maimonides, Brian helped us understand what Moses realized: we can’t see the mysterious and invisible God face-to-face, but like Moses, we can see evidence of God’s work among us, especially as we commit ourselves to see that evidence in community, and to be that evidence. As we try to do what Jesus went on to say, love our neighbors as ourselves, we see the evidence of God’s powerful and saving love in the world, and we become that evidence.


Our church school children are providing us leadership on this Commitment Sunday, as they often do. When we go down to coffee hour we will see posters that they have made, illustrating their understanding of the gifts God has given them, and of their responsibility to care for those gifts. Please be asking yourselves those same questions as you look forward to scanning their wisdom: what are the gifts God has given us, and what can we do to take care of them? Today we celebrate our annual renewal of the commitment to be caretakers, to be stewards, of all the gifts God has given us.


Through this stewardship season we have reflected on special ways in which as a community we receive and care for God’s gifts. We have thought about God’s gift of vulnerable human life, and about our care for vulnerable human beings, especially as expressed through our Outreach ministries. We have thought about God’s gift of prayer and worship, of music and proclamation, as we experience them in our gatherings, both large and small, for prayer and worship. We have thought about God’s gift of deepening understanding, both in heart and mind, as we experience and celebrate it in our learning ministries.


There is more that we celebrate and commit ourselves to care for: God’s gift of creation, God’s gift of this beautiful building, God’s gift of dedicated staff and volunteers who inspire and lead and care for us as a community, God’s gift of leaders like Tony Rea and the Stewardship team who stir us up to remember our privilege to be caretakers of all that God has given us, God’s gift of skillful and dedicated volunteers who take care of the financial resources that enable us to carry out our ministries in and from this caring community, God’s gift of countless volunteers who care for our programs and supplies and community initiatives, most especially God’s gift of all of us who welcome and care for each other, in good times and especially in times of crisis. We give thanks for the wisdom and stamina of our veterans, and for the fresh energy and ideas and enthusiasm of our young people and our new members.


As we care for each other, and as we reach beyond our community to care for others, we discover more and more ways of remembering Jesus’ teaching: love God with your whole heart and mind and soul, and love your neighbor as yourself. None of us would take the time or have the imagination to discover these reminders in isolation; all of us need this community of Jesus’ followers to help us come back to center and remember what Moses and Jesus had to say about God’s purpose for us in this busy and complicated world. 


There are countless ways in which I am inspired by our life in community, inspired to remember and renew my commitment to the teaching and ministry of Jesus. I’m inspired by our children, whose intuitions and insights are so often direct and profound. I’m inspired by our veterans, who have lived this life in community, who have walked the walk, and whose corporate memory after decades of caring is so precious to those of us who are racing through our days and so prone to amnesia. I’m inspired by all of you who are leaders at all levels of our many ministries, by your vision and your ingenuity and your dedication and your willingness to risk. I’m inspired by your gifts of time, the most precious of our resources, and by your gifts of skill and money. I’m inspired by your taking the time and giving the energy to care.


And every so often I’m inspired by a seemingly random voice from the long and colorful history of the worldwide community of faith. As I started to think about this sermon, and Jesus’ summary of Moses’ teaching – love God with all your heart and mind and soul, and your neighbor as yourself – I thought of a popular song that I suddenly wanted to hear sung by our amazing and wonderful choir, a song whose words reinforce Jesus’ message in what for me is a haunting and powerful way.


But the story behind the song, which I first heard when I was returning to the church after an absence back in 1971, is one that I’ve only pieced together over time. It begins with a saintly bishop of the English church named Richard of Chichester, who died seven hundred and fifty-eight years ago, after a strenuous eight years as bishop of his diocese on the south coast of England. Because of the politics of his time, he was appointed to lead his diocese but locked out of his episcopal residence by King Henry III. He went to live with a humble parish priest, and walked from one of his parishes to another, reforming abuses, caring for the faithful, caring for the poor. Eventually Henry relented and Richard occupied the official residence, but he lived in it as he had lived before: simply, humbly, out and about among the people.


A little while before he died, he composed a prayer that was written down by a member of his community. The prayer was lost for hundreds of years, and finally resurfaced at the end of the 19th century, was translated from Latin into English and used as the text of a hymn first published in 1931. From there it made its way into a variety of other hymnals, including our own (#654) and thence, by a way that I don’t know, into the hands of Stephen Schwartz, who was composing the rock musical Godspell. And here it is, all these centuries later, because along the way some faithful people remembered and cared and took the trouble to commend what was meaningful to them to other people.


I know that for some of you 1971 is almost as remote an historical date as 1253, the year that Richard of Chichester died; I was young and frisky myself, 24 to be exact, and I loved what I heard without having the remotest idea how ancient and venerable the words of the song were. So, thanks to your indulgence of my whim, thanks to Wardie’s and the fabulous choir’s indulgence, here for a closing prayer is the song that I wanted to hear, that is such a help to me in remembering Jesus’ teaching, and making a fresh commitment, along with you, to care about it and commend it to others. Let us pray:


“Day by Day” from Godspell. 
