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“Christian Love of God Includes” 
January 8, 2006 
Mark 12:28-34 

 
 Matthew shares the tradition of the Magi---astrologers 

from the east who make a journey to honor the new born 

Messiah.  They bring gifts as tokens of love and honor and 

present them to the Holy Family.   What is ironic about 

Matthew’s narrative is that the only ones who recognize the 

importance of the birth of Jesus and the only ones who bring 

gifts to honor Jesus are people of another faith.   

Welcome to Epiphany Sunday and to this first Sunday 

in a series of sermons in which we will be reflecting on the 

Great Commandment against the backdrop of the Phoenix 

Affirmations. 

-1- 

 In the Gospel of Mark, a scribe came to Jesus and 

inquired of Jesus which of all the commandments was the 

greatest.  Jesus answered by repeating two commandments 

found in Leviticus and Deuteronomy that was familiar to all 
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Jews.1  Jesus said that the whole of the Law could be 

summarized as follows: 

 Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; 
you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and 
with  all your soul, and with all your mind, and with  all 
your strength.  The second is this, ÔYou shall love your 
neighbor as yourself.Ó2 
 
For Jesus that pretty much summed up the volumes and 

volumes of laws and interpretations that had accumulated 

over the eons for the Hebrews.  What is ironic about this 

summary of the Law is that it is general and not specific.  

Jesus’ summary does not define HOW one loves God but 

that we are to love God with the totality of our soul, mind, 

and strength.   

 In 1998 a group of Christian clergy gathered in a 

Phoenix coffeehouse concerned with the increasing 

domination of one particular Christian point of view in the 

public sphere of our culture.  The clergy came from the 

United Methodist, Presbyterian, United Church of Christ, and 
                                                
1 Deuteronomy 6:4 and Leviticus 19:18 
2 Mark 12:29-31. 
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Lutheran denominations.  Over 160 clergy in Arizona signed 

the document known as the “Phoenix Affirmations”.  It is a 

document that grew out of dialogue and compromise.  It 

represents the concerns and interpretations of one group of 

Christians.  The document is not a “take it all” or “none”.  

Like all theological reflections or schools of thought we can 

agree or disagree with parts without rejecting the whole.  

The Affirmations provide a resource---a point of discussion 

to help us discern what it means to be a Christian in the 21st 

Century. 

-2- 

 When Jesus summarized the hundreds of 

commandments and in particular the Ten Commandments 

with what we call the “Great Commandment” he was in fact 

looking past the trees to see the forest---he was looking 

beyond the debates of when and how, for instance, the 

Sabbath should be observed to the meaning behind it all.   
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 The Ten Commandments were in many ways a more 

concrete answer to the question---how do we love God?   

Some of the Commandments deal with our relationship with 

God, others with our relationship to others, and still others 

with ourselves.  They and the subsequent interpretations 

represent attempts to give meaning and substance to loving 

God. 

  In the 5th century B.C.E. this meant not worshipping the 

local and regional multiple gods of other cultures.  This was 

a problem for the Hebrews who lived in world where every 

tribe had their own personal gods and the various affects of 

nature, disease, or even the outcome of war were believed 

to be controlled by natural gods.   

This was a problem in the 1st Century C.E. when Jews 

and Christians lived within a world that believed in multiple 

gods.  Ironically the charge that Rome had against 

Christians was that they were “atheists”---they believed in 

only One God---A theist---rather than the many Gods that 
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everyone knew existed---including the “divine” Roman 

Emperor.   

In the 5th century B.C.E. or the First Century C.E. loving 

God meant recognizing that there was only one God, not 

making an idol, not profaning the name of God and honoring 

the one day of worship God prescribed—the Sabbath.  

Yet, in the time of Jesus, Jesus took liberty with the 

conservative or strict interpretation of the Ten 

Commandments.  He and his disciples were criticized for 

violating the Sabbath law when they collected food from the 

fields on the Sabbath.  On this occasion Jesus said that the 

Sabbath was made for people not people for the Sabbath.3   

Jesus in other words attempted to lift up the heart and 

soul of the Commandments.  The Commandments were an 

application of a deeper principle---that principle was---that 

we need to love God, love our neighbor, and love ourselves. 

 

                                                
3 See Matthew 12:1ff, Mark 2:23-27, Luke 6:1ff, John 9:14ff. 
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-3- 

What does it mean to love God in the Twenty-first 

century?  Does it mean the same things as it meant for 

someone living in the 5th century B.C.E. or the 1st century 

C.E.? 

For instance, for eons society has been organized with 

a king ruling over the people.  In many societies the king, 

Pharaoh, Caesar, emperor, were viewed as “divine”---they 

were gods.  The basic structure of king-subject was firmly 

set into the psyche and structures of society.  So it is 

understandable that this model was applied to God.  God 

was viewed as a king ruling from heaven which was located 

above the dome that covered the heavens.  How did one 

love a king?  One loved a king by obeying the commands of 

the king---by not giving loyalty to another king---and by 

observing the days that honored the king.   

What does it mean to love God in the Twenty-first 

century when we no longer recognize the authority and 
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position of kings?  What does it mean to love God when our 

understanding of God has changed? 

Jesus challenged traditional views of God and was 

radical in his presentation of God as “father”.  Rather than a 

subject-king relationship, Jesus introduced the idea of a 

“family”.   Thus, when Jesus violated the strict interpretation 

of the Sabbath for what he felt was something greater---

helping the disciples—his family---find food-- he shifted the 

meaning of observing the Sabbath.  Loving God, for Jesus 

meant being in a relationship with God---perhaps like a 

parent-child relationship. 

Today, when the nature of family has changed, when 

for some the idea of God as “father” brings negative feelings-

--what does it mean to love God?  What does it mean to love 

God when today we know the universe is vast and infinite, 

we know that angry gods do not cause hurricanes, and our 

concept of life is undergoing change? 
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-4- 

The Phoenix Affirmations represents an attempt to flesh 

out what it means to love God in this day and time.  Whether 

we agree or disagree the Phoenix Affirmations challenge us 

to think prayerfully and deeply about what it means to love 

God---today.  What does it mean to love God in a day and 

time when many cannot take the “seventh day” as a “holy” 

day, when our world lives in a 24/7 mentality?  What does it 

mean to love God when we have contact with sincere, loving 

people who believe in one God but call God by a different 

name and have a different tradition that brings them to that 

conclusion?  What does it mean to love God in a global 

world where we are interrelated with other cultures and with 

the fabric of the eco-system? 

 Does loving God mean hostility and war toward people 

of a different religion as some advocate today and as we 

have advocated in the past?  Does loving God mean arguing 

about whether someone has been properly baptized by the 
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right form as many of us did in the last centuries?  Or does 

loving God begin by a recognition that God is larger than we 

can imagine, bigger than we can chart and that any attempt 

to define God automatically betrays the divine?  The ancient 

Hebrews refused to name God because in naming God one 

diminished God---so they referred to the divine as “Yahweh”.  

That was an insightful viewpoint. 

 The Phoenix Affirmations affirm the unique witness we 

make as Christians.  We are followers of Christ for through 

Christ we have discovered God.  Yet, they pose a thought: 

can we follow Christ without denying the path of others?  

Could it be that the paths that lead to God come from the 

same spirit no matter what name is assigned?  Who are the 

“other sheep” referred to in John 10:16 that Jesus says he 

will go and bring into the fold?  Why did Jesus stress so 

much the fruits of a faithful life not the form?  Why did Jesus 

accept Samaritans and Gentiles as brothers and sisters? 
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 Many years ago I was on a flight to California and 

during the flight the man next to me struck up a 

conversation.  He introduced himself as a real-life guru who 

had a major temple in Los Angeles.  When I introduced 

myself as a pastor for a time it seemed to signal an 

automatic distance between us.  However, as we talked we 

discovered that we were both searching for God—both were 

concerned about the growing immorality of our culture---both 

were concerned about the children---and both had found 

spiritual enlightenment through our traditions.  He and I 

exchanged names and addresses.  Both of us affirmed our 

traditions—I a Christian and he a Hindu.  For many years---

ironically—I received a Christmas card from him and sent 

him a New Year’s card.  This is the world of today.  Perhaps 

it is time for the hostility, the war making, the holy crusades 

and jihads to be put into the dustbin of history and for 

religious people to acknowledge and affirm one another. 
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-5- 

 The second affirmation in the Phoenix document affirms 

that loving God means listening for God’s Word in daily 

prayer and meditation, through the study of scripture, and by 

looking for God’s actions in our world.  The Affirmations raise 

a question for all of us to consider----how much time do we 

invest in prayer, meditation, study of scripture, or watching 

for God’s action in our world?  Is it just enough to belong to 

the correct organization---to give homage to the king---or 

today are we talking about more than checking off the right 

boxes.  Like Jesus suggested loving God means developing 

a relationship with the Divine and that takes time and 

commitment. 

-6- 

 The Third Phoenix Affirmation recognizes that God’s 

glory is reflected in all of creation.  This was put recently so 

beautifully by a local, retired physicist from the Lab.  In a 

conversation he said that when you get down to it 
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“everything is physics” and “everything is a manifestation 

and projection of the mind of God”.  What a beautiful way to 

put it.4  As the Psalmist said in Psalm 96: 11-12: ÒLet the 

heavens be glad and let the earth rejoice; let the sea 

roar, and all that fills it;  let the field exult and everything 

in it, Then shall all the trees of the forest sing for joy.Ó 

 We no longer have the luxury of vast unexplored areas 

and seemingly inexhaustible resources.  We no longer have 

the luxury of previous centuries when we could dump our 

waste into a vast ocean---the ocean is now becoming 

polluted.  We no longer have the luxury of believing that only 

we humans are the center of God’s creation.   

 The scriptures affirm that we are to be stewards of 

God’s creation.  It is our sin that distorts and mars creation.  

This has become even more apparent today. 

 There are real challenges facing us that have important 

consequences---dare I say judgments!  If we misuse this 
                                                
4 Conversation occurred during a visit to the family of John Orndoff from a friend of the family who is a 
retired physicist.  He is unnamed because I have not sought his permission to quote him. 
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planet our grandchildren and great grandchildren for “four or 

five generations” as the Ten Commandments assert, will 

bear the punishment.  Loving God means that we are to be 

good stewards of creation.   

 It is interesting that on this point fundamentalist, 

conservative, moderate, and liberal Christians are now in 

agreement.  Our conservative brothers and sisters are in 

many ways reenergizing the call for good earthly 

stewardship.  Loving God in this modern age means that you 

and I have to be serious about preserving and managing our 

eco-systems.  Humans, animals, plants, and in fact the 

entire planet are interrelated.  It has been for all time but in 

this time this may be the most crucial problem facing us. 

-7- 

 The Fourth Affirmation again returns to the idea of 

worship or what the Ten Commandments actually meant by 

Sabbath keeping.  We as Christians are to love God and one 

way we express that love is in our worship of God.   
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 Yet, here the debate has turned sour and bitter.  

Congregations in our American culture are splitting over the 

style of worship, the music of worship, and the forms of 

worship.  Arguments are made that only the styles of 

worship from the 19th century are valid in the 21st.  

Conversely some say that only the music of the 21st century 

should be in church and not that “old” stuff from bygone 

generations.   Such bitterness destroys community and is a 

contradiction to loving God.  Do we think that God only 

enjoys jazz or country western or rock and roll or classical 

music?    Do we really think that God is offended when 

scripture and music verses are displayed on a screen rather 

than written in a book?  Conversely, is God offended when 

they are in a book rather than on a screen? 

 The Affirmations raise a very good point---worthy of our 

consideration.  Quoting from the commentary of the 

affirmations: 
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We confess that we have moved away from ChristÕs 
Path  when we have failed to  make worship the 
product of our best efforts  to  experience and 
express love for God, neighbor and self in 
community with  others.  We have moved further 
from this path  when we have considered the arts  as 
tr ivial or merely tangential to  the life of the mature 
Christian community .Ó 

  
 I would add one more concern to this.  Worship of God 

has become for too many an exercise in entertainment.  

Have we become consumers of worship not participants in 

worship?  What is worship?  What is our responsibility to 

worship God?  How can the church today meet the diverse 

needs of so many different tastes and sub-cultures while at 

the same time preserving the spiritual nature of worship?   

-7- 

 What does it mean to  love God?  The Phoenix 

Affirmations offer a starting point to agree or disagree—a 

point of dialogue.  As sincere Christians we too must ask 

that question.  What does it mean for me to love God?  

Where is God in my priorities---really not theoretically?  How 
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do I see God in light of what we know today?  What about 

persons of other beliefs even other Christian beliefs---is God 

present there?  How do I express my love for God?   

 We believe that God loves us and has expressed that 

love in Jesus Christ.  We furthermore acknowledge that we 

as followers of Christ must be serious about loving God.  It is 

a relationship that we have with God---relationships involved 

everyone.   

This begins a dialogue that will go on for this first month 

of the year.  Following worship, there is a forum in which we 

will discuss the topic of “loving God” giving others an 

opportunity to enter the dialogue.  Happy New Year. Amen. 


