30th Sunday Ordinary Time, Cycle. A. 2023.
 Christianity is not a religion but a relationship. True worship is a heart aflame with love for God and for one's fellow human beings. If these two statements were taken seriously, it would not only save us a lot of trouble, but inject much good sense, even good cheer into the religious-minded.  Instead of turning men and women into religious fanatics, it would make them healthy, balanced, whole, loving and lovable persons.
When religion, not relationship, is stressed in the process, neither God is worshipped and honored, nor is man in any way bettered. Rather, both are insulted, even desecrated. Religion, devoid of right relationships between God and man, men among themselves and with the whole creation becomes defiled and rotten.
This is the whole law, in its total substance, summed up in a nutshell: love of God and love of neighbor, loving God absolutely and neighbor as oneself. This is pure religion and the core of pure religion is relationship rooted in love. Without this love-core relationship, religion is an empty shell. More, it is pernicious and poisonous. Hence there is worse and dangerous religions around than Christianity, precisely because right relationship rooted in love is a rare commodity.
Christ made religion a matter of total relationship: the total person, mind, heart and strength consecrated to God in love and God totally giving Himself to humans in love. In the Scriptures we find that the Herodians, the Pharisees and the Sadducees had hunted after Jesus for three years to get rid of him from their lives. Jesus’ first encounter with them was when he was grilled about the question of paying taxes to Rome. The second encounter was with the Sadducees where his views on the resurrection and eternal life were questioned.
The third one is given in today's Gospel reading where a lawyer representing the formal assembly of Pharisees asks Jesus: "Which is the greatest of all commandments”? Jesus opened their eyes and ours to the true nature of the commandment by saying: “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 the first commandment. And the second is: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself”. This is the whole law and the prophets (Mt. 22: 37-40).
In this passage the Lord Jesus tells us about the three directions for love. They are love towards God, love towards others and love towards ourselves. Our love for God is upward that must take priority over everything else. God deserves all of our love. We should love nobody more than we love God. In fact, if we love God the most, we will love others the best. The definition of God can be summed up in three words: “One who loves”. People with a heart for God have a heart for people. Since God is a tremendous lover, should we be less?
The second direction for love is love towards others. When it comes to love, show it! Love must not only be articulated but demonstrated. A simple touch can convey an incredible sense of love, affirmation and acceptance. Maximilian Kolbe was a Nazi prisoner. He heard his fellow prisoners badmouth their jailers. The priest who would be executed by the Nazis in 1941, urged them to forgive their captors. “Hatred only leads to more of the same”. “Only love, he said, is creative”. Kolbe now canonized, loved his jailers because of Jesus’ command to love one another. He had learned that, when you look for good in others, you discover the best in yourself.
Just think of how much more bearable this life would be if all of us practiced love! Most businesses would benefit greatly if the boss truly loved his or her employees and they knew it! Most marriages would be happier if spouses heard and saw constant reminders that they were loved. Most families would be happier if the parents constantly and lovingly affirmed their children. What’s wrong with a general telling his troops he loves them? Why shouldn’t a coach say to his or her players, “I love you”.
In 1999, Duke University played the University of Connecticut for the NCAA men’s basketball championship. Duke had a chance to win, but in the last 5 seconds a Duke Player lost the ball and, with it, the game. What did the coach say after he lost for the fourth time in a national championship game? “I am really proud of my team”, he declared, “I really love these guys. I have a hard time being sad. I don’t coach for winning. I coach for relationships”. Perhaps this is one reason why this coach, Mike Krzyzewsky, is considered to be one of the most outstanding coaches and recruiters in American basketball history.
The third direction for love is that we should love others as we love ourselves. This is Jesus’ second commandment. This is not a mandate for self-love. Essentially, Jesus has declared that when we love God the way we ought to love God, we will love others we ought to love others and when we love God and others the way we should, we will love ourselves in a proper and healthy way.
When one elephant in a herd is hurt, other elephants will help the injured animal stay on its feet. They crowd about the injured elephant and provides a shoulder for him to lean on. Can we do less for people? If the elephants can show love for each other why can’t we? In any language, “It is the most powerful expression of the most powerful emotion and experience in the world. Do you what it is? It is, of course is- “I love you”. “You are nobody till somebody loves you”. And if that is true, then everybody is somebody because God loves everybody.
The misery index is way up in today's world, all the experts agree. Family breakups, murders, cheating, stealing, lying- all are present reminders that despite the predictions of many, man's lot is not improving. What is needed, of course-is love and concern for neighbor. We should all continue to allow God to enable us to become better living.
