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Twenty Fourth Sunday after Pentecost—Proper 26—Year B 

Ruth 1:1-18 

Psalm 146 

Hebrews 9:11-14 

Mark 12:28-34 

 

It just so happens that The Temple of the High Country is the faith community that came up in our 

prayer cycle today. It just so happens that the gospel this morning has Jesus taking us into the heart of 

the Jewish tradition. And it just so happens that these are the exactly the scriptures we need to hear 

before Election Day on Tuesday. 

 

One of the scribes came near and heard the Sadducees disputing with one another, and seeing that 

Jesus answered them well, he asked him, “Which commandment is the first of all?”  

 

And in typical Jesus fashion, he answered with two. 

 

Jesus answered, “The first is, ‘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, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other 

commandment greater than these.”  

 

Then the scribe said to him, “You are right, Teacher; you have truly said that ‘he is one, and 

besides him there is no other’; and ‘to love him with all the heart, and with all the understanding, 

and with all the strength,’ and ‘to love one’s neighbor as oneself,’—this is much more important 

than all whole burnt offerings and sacrifices.”  

 

When Jesus saw that he answered wisely, he said to him, “You are not far from the kingdom of 

God.” After that no one dared to ask him any question. 

 

“Love God, love your neighbor”—these were the words across the banner that led the silent 

Candlelight Walk on Monday evening from First Baptist Church to The Temple of the High 

Country. I have never seen a more beautiful display of neighbor love in the High Country. 400-500 

people came out to let our Jewish brothers and sisters know, “You are not alone.” At one point in the 

walk, I looked back. I couldn’t see the end of the lines on either side of the street. I turned to Rabbi 

Stephen and said, “Look back, Stephen.” He did, and he couldn’t speak—tears streaming down his 

face. Monday evening, that’s what loving your neighbor looks like. 

 

Love your neighbor as yourself, as oneself, as an extension of your very own being. There is no you 

without me, there is no me without you, there is no us without them. We are one being, one common 

humanity. We do not have the luxury of our cutting ourselves off from anyone; if we do, we are cutting 

off a part of ourselves. 

 

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. This is the Shema, that 

passage from Deuteronomy 6 that the Israelites were to keep in their heart and recite to their 

children, at home and when they were away; that passage they were to remember when they 

would go to sleep and when they would rise— they even bound these words to their very body and 

etched them on their doorposts. Jesus is drawing all those listening back to the heart and essence of 

their faith; he’s reminding us of the heart of the matter. 
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But he doesn’t stop there. He doesn’t stop with one commandment that reigns over all the others. He 

has to join it to the second because there is no loving God with all our heart and soul and mind and 

strength absent extending that love toward neighbor. 
 

When Jesus quotes “love your neighbor as yourself,” he’s dropping us back into the heart of the 

ethical tradition of the Israelites—Leviticus 19. The verse at hand is Leviticus 19:18—hear the full 

verse: “You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against any of your people, but YOU 

SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF: I am the Lord.” Now hear the verse before it: 
17

“You shall not hate in your heart anyone of your kin; you shall reprove your neighbor, or you 

will incur guilt yourself.”  

 

Oh, this just got much more interesting. Your people, your kin, your neighbor—these are all referring 

to the people of Israel as a whole, the whole tribe, the nation. We’re not to take vengeance or bear a 

grudge against any of the people with whom we share this land, but we’re to love our neighbor as 

ourself—love our neighbor whose Facebook post sends us over the edge, love our neighbor who flies 

a Confederate flag, love our neighbor whose yard signs are making us crazy, love our neighbor who’s 

going to cancel our vote, love our neighbor who changes the TV channel at the gym to MSNBC or to 

Fox News, love our neighbor who is living in fear of being targeted, love our neighbor who is afraid 

that the American dream is leaving them behind and that no one values them or their way of life. Do not 

take vengeance, do not bear a grudge.  
 

But this command is even richer than that—“You shall not hate in your heart any of your kin, any of 

your countrymen; you shall reprove your neighbor, or you will incur guilt yourself.”  The Hebrew 

word for “reprove” means “to reason together,” and it’s not that we will incur “guilt” if we don’t do 

this—the word in Hebrew here actually means “sin”—if we don’t reason together with our neighbor, 

we will incur “sin.” If we give up on reasoning with our neighbor, if we give up on reasoning with 

our fellow countrymen whom we don’t understand, then we incur sin—then we give up on our 

common humanity and settle for a state of separation, and that’s a pretty apt description of where we 

are all living these days—separated and alienated from one another in every possible way. 

 

But Leviticus doesn’t even stop there. That whole 19
th

 chapter is spelling out precisely what this love 

of neighbor looks like in the flesh. In fact, The Common English Bible calls this section Living as holy 

people. 

 

 It looks like: 

 Remembering to be holy because God is holy. We are to look at ourselves with reverence, and 

accord others that same reverence—flesh made in God’s image, filled with God’s breath is holy. 

Period. 

 

 We’re not to turn to idols or go casting images for ourselves. And that includes political idols or 

whichever messiah we think is coming. This morning, the psalmist says, “Put not your trust in 

rulers, nor in any child of earth,* for there is no help in them.” Might be good to remember that 

about now. 

 

 Leviticus reminds us not to reap to the edge of the field or strip the vineyard bare, but to leave 

something for the poor and alien. 
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 We not to steal, deal falsely, lie, or profane the name of God. Don’t go doing things that clearly 

violate the law of love and care of the least of these and then go saying that you’re doing it in the 

name of God and that God ordained such actions. 

 

 Don’t go defrauding your neighbor, or stealing, or keeping the wages of the worker until the 

morning. And don’t go making it harder for the deaf and the blind to make their way in this 

world. 

 

 Don’t be rendering an unjust judgment, and that goes both ways—don’t be partial to the poor 

OR defer to the great. 

 Rise before the aged; defer to the old—really, they’ve earned their seat at the council of the 

wise—honor them. 

 

 And when the alien resides with you in your land, don’t oppress them. This alien who resides 

with you, this alien shall be to you as the citizen among you. You shall love the alien as 

yourself, for you, YOU, were aliens in the land of Egypt. Do not forget from whence you have 

come and extend that same grace to those who come behind you. No qualifications here, except to 

remember your kinship to these folk. 

 

 And don’t cheat in measuring length, weight, quantity. Keep your balances and your weights 

honest. 

 

Isn’t it interesting how many of these ways we are to love our neighbor have to do with what is right 

and just and equitable between us economically? 

 

There are other commands in this part of Leviticus known as the Holiness Code that strike us as not 

being in line with the law of love, and Jesus overturns many of those, for instance, how and what we 

eat or daring to touch a woman with a flow of blood. For Jesus, love always overrules rigid 

adherence to law. When we hit those parts of Leviticus that stop us cold, we need to ask, “Does this 

command breathe life into what it means to love our neighbor OR does this command do as Jesus 

charges in Matthew 23 and bind up heavy burdens and place them on people that are impossible to 

bear?”  

 

Love of neighbor isn’t just a nice sentiment; love of neighbor has some grit to it; love of neighbor has 

flesh and blood implications; love of neighbor is going to have some sweat equity involved. 

 

And do you want to know just how much sweat equity is involved? Let me tell you the story about 

Derek Black and Matthew Stevenson—you may have caught pieces of this story on radio interviews 

on Fresh Air, or NPR, or On Being.  

 

Derek Black is the son of Don Black, who is a former grand wizard of the KKK. David Duke was 

Derek’s godfather. The father, Don, started the website called Stormfront that is a haven for white 

nationalists. Don and son Derek were instrumental in coining the language around white nationalism. 

It’s not that they were against anybody, they just thought everyone should have their own space of not 

mixing with any other race; they thought of white people more like an endangered species in need of 

protection. Derek was the heir apparent in this movement. He even started a Kids Stormfront 

webpage. He was in the room as people strategized just after the election of Barack Obama. At that 

conference in Memphis just four days after the election in 2008, Derek, just 19 years old, said, “We can 

take the country back. The great intellectual move to save white people started today.” 
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In 2010, Derek Black started at New College, a liberal arts college in Florida. During his first year, 

someone outed him as a white nationalist. Different students took different approaches.  

 

Some did acts of civil disobedience to make clear how harmful his words were to those people typically 

targeted by what the white nationalists espoused.  

 

Allison Gornick, who had previously shunned Derek, was introduced to him on a boat outing, and she 

began to see him as a human being. She was armed with facts, and she challenged him at every turn, 

countering the narrative Derek had lived and espoused for years, but they were human exchanges 

between human beings that took place over time.  

 

Matthew Stevenson took yet a different tack. Matthew was an Orthodox Jew. When others wanted to 

cast Derek out, he invited Derek to Shabbat dinners that he hosted on Friday evening. For two 

years they met and talked about everything under the sun, as college students are apt to do, everything 

except Derek’s white nationalist past. Matthew took the approach of coming to know Derek has a 

human being and allowing Derek to know him as a human being.  

 

In time, Derek had a transformation of his thoughts and beliefs. Eventually he would write a letter 

and send it to Southern Poverty Law Center, a civil rights group that has battled racism for 

decades. The Washington Post reported that, “in the letter, Derek admitted that his actions had been 

‘harmful to people of color, people of Jewish descent’ and others. [Derek] went on to say, ‘I will 

not contribute to any cause that perpetuates this harm in the future,’ and then he criticized the 

tenets of white nationalism.” 

 

Every single one of these approaches are acts of neighbor love, and every single one of them bears 

their own costs. They each played their part in Derek’s transformation, and those who were midwives 

of that transformation were also changed in the process. Transformation, true transformation, never 

just goes in one direction. 

 

On this particular week that began with our walk to The Temple, it is Matthew Stevenson’s act of 

simply inviting Derek consistently to Shabbat dinners, even knowing all the anti-Semitic things he 

had espoused, that I just can’t get out of my head. That’s how radical loving our neighbor as ourself 

can be. Jesus was forever inviting people to the supper table who shouldn’t have been there, and 

they were changed by the experience. 

  

Thinking about Tuesday, thinking about this moment in the life of our country, thinking about all the 

ways we are separated and alienated from one another, just how radical could we get with our 

neighbor love? Who might we invite to our dinner table, consistently, over time, that we could 

come to know, not as a caricature or one-dimensional figure, but as human beings with thoughts 

and feelings and perspectives and opinions and longings and dreams and sorrows and wounds? 

How might such acts of radical neighbor love change us, save us, make us, all of us, whole? 

 

At times, loving our neighbor will involve reasoning with them and challenging narratives that are 

false; at times, loving our neighbor will involve acts of civil disobedience to bring to light the ways 

we, and our world, are falling short of the glory of God, especially when it comes to what we do 

OR don’t do to the least of these—Matthew 25; and at times, loving our neighbor will be made flesh 

in the radical act of sharing supper and befriending someone who should rightfully be our enemy. 
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I don’t know where Election Day this Tuesday will leave us, but I’m guessing that Wednesday 

morning, we’re still going to be an awfully divided country. We’ll still need to light candles and walk 

in solidarity in the darkness; we’ll still need to speak the truth in love as that truth is revealed to 

us, and more than ever, we’re going to need to risk inviting the most unlikely people to supper. 

 

LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, AND WITH ALL YOUR SOUL, 

AND WITH ALL YOUR MIND, AND WITH ALL YOUR STRENGTH…LOVE YOUR 

NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF. THERE IS NO OTHER COMMANDMENT GREATER THAN 

THESE.  

 

The deeper we go with God, the more radically we can love our neighbor. The more radically we love 

our neighbor, the deeper we will need to go with God.  
 

These times call for radical acts of love that will be risky and costly. If an Orthodox Jew and an 

avowed White Nationalist could sit down to supper, if Jesus could share his bread at his table with 

Judas whom he knew would sell him out for 30 pieces of silver, then surely, surely, we can find the 

courage to ask one person to supper, or to coffee, in the hopes of discovering the part of our being 

that we lost when we stopped seeing our neighbor as kin.  

 

I don’t know where Tuesday night will leave us, but I do know that it won’t resolve our divisions; 

only we can do that one risky act of neighbor love at a time. 

 

Risk breaking bread with some unlikely neighbor and plumb the depths of that love. Amen. 

 

 

 

The Rev. Cynthia K. R. Banks  

St. Luke’s Episcopal Church, Boone, NC 

November 4, 2018 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


