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       Matthew 22:34-46


By and large, my approach to parenting could basically be described as survival-focused.  From the moment we brought our first children, twin boys, home from the hospital we let go of any ideals for good parenting other than making it through the day.  If there was any way we could make our lives easier, we did.  For example, before Paul and Isaac were born, we had some houseplant on stools in front of our living room windows.  When Paul and Isaac first figured out how to crawl, they went straight for those stools and pulled them over, sending the plants flying.  I sighed, cleaned up the dirt, and put the plants out on the sidewalk with a sign that said, “Free to a good home”.  I knew that I could have attempted to teach the twins not to pull the stools over, but frankly I didn’t want to spend my energy that way.  Instead, I wanted to set up our living room so that they could crawl around without me having to watch them every second.  By giving the plants away, I felt like I was setting both them and me up for a more relaxed and happy life.  


Years later, I was participating in an on-line discussion among Christian parents about discipline.  People had posted comments about time-out and natural consequences and so on.  As I struggled to write in with my own perspective, I realized that early experience with the plants on the stools became a parenting strategy for Dan and me.  We organized our lives so that we had to do as little discipline as possible.  We didn’t take our active toddlers to places where they had to sit still and be quiet for an extended period of time.  We made sure they had something to do on airplane rides.  We did messy art projects outside.  You get the picture:  we did our best to create a life with our kids that made it easy for them to behave well, and made it easy for us to enjoy being around them.


When we moved to Columbia three years ago, I discovered that Jim Rouse took a similar approach to planning a community.  Someone once told me that Rouse summarized his mission in building Columbia by saying, “I wanted to build a community that made it easier for people to love each other.”  In the late sixties, when Rouse was planning Columbia, there were riots in the poor, black neighborhoods in the urban centers of cities throughout the United States.  It was clear to him—and to many others—that it was possible to organize a city, a community, in ways that made it hard for people to love each other.  So wouldn’t it be possible to construct a community that had the opposite affect?  Part of Rouse’s strategy, of course, was to build a community that was racially and economically integrated, house to house and street to street.  He was determined to end the social and cultural isolation that made it so difficult for anyone to escape poverty.  And he was also committed to making sure the natural environment was visible and accessible throughout the community.


But a big part of Rouse’s strategy had to do with encouraging people who live near each other to bump into each other several times a day.  That’s the reason why no one has mail delivered to the door of their house in Columbia—we need to walk over to the mail kiosk on our block, and in the course of doing that, we get out of our house and possibly even bump into our neighbor who has also stepped out to get her mail.  We might bump into that same neighbor later in the day as were walking our dog or taking a jog on the bike path, and then we might see them again as were running an errand in our town center or swimming at the neighborhood pool or taking a class at the neighborhood center.  By the time we’ve run across the same person three or four times in the course of the same day, we start to feel familiar to each other.  We start to feel like neighbors.  And while those brief, accidental encounters don’t mean that we have a real friendship, they certainly increase the chance that we’ll become friends down the road.


Reflecting on my experience of parenting and on my experience of living in Columbia, I’ve come to believe that it is possible to structure your life, your environment, in such a way that it makes it easier for you to be loving.  I think that’s a helpful insight to bring to our reading of today’s scripture where Jesus says that the “greatest commandment” is to “love the Lord…” and to “love your neighbor as yourself.”


Even though I’m fully in accord with Jesus’ teaching here, I’ve always found it puzzling that he says we are “commanded” to love God and love our neighbor.  How can you command anyone to love anything?  Isn’t love something that emerges freely from our hearts?  I understand what it means to be commanded to be civil to someone, to be polite, even to act like you love someone.  But to actually love them?  I’m reminded of the story Dan tells about how when he was a kid, if his father caught him and his brother fighting, he would make them stop and hug each other.  I can imagine what those hugs were like, can’t you?  We all know that you can use a loving gesture to further an argument!


It’s occurred to me that part of my problem with understanding this passage is that I’m viewing it with American eyes.  In this culture, we tend to associate commandments and laws with restraints and burdens.  We have a notion that the fewer laws we have, the less we have to deal with other people telling us what to do, the freer we are to live as our hearts would lead us, which is to say, the freer we are to love.  Following this logic, we end up thinking of law and love as opposites, pulling against each other like regulation and freedom or judgment and grace.  We even end up seeing religion through this lens, and describe Jesus as arguing for a religion of the heart instead of a religion of law.


But then we run into passages like this one which in which Jesus ties together commandment and love and we find ourselves rethinking our categories.  We don’t need to concede that love is a free response of the human heart, but we can take a look at our idea of commandment.  If we are commanded to love, that doesn’t mean that Jesus can force us to love or bully us into loving.  But it does suggest that he can command things which make it easier for love to emerge.  Perhaps, in the end, that is the purpose of all the commandments.  Perhaps that’s why Jesus can summarize them as he does.  The commandments build a world, set up a structure, that makes it easier for us to be loving to God and to each other.


How exactly does that work?  Well, if you hang around this church long enough, you’ll probably see for yourself.  We have our own particular set of commandments here, and we call them the KC disciplines or commitments or practices.  There’s five of them:  daily prayer, scripture study, service, worship participation and financial offering.  We encourage everyone here to practice these disciplines, but we require them of our members.  And we require every member to be in a CARE group, a small group that provides spiritual support, but which also holds its members accountable for keeping these commitments.


When I first came to KC, I found it kind of funny that there was such an emphasis on making commitments and being held accountable.  I wondered how that emphasis fit with the spirit of this community.  The community was open and welcoming and hospitable to people, regardless of where they were on their spiritual journey, regardless of the way they “fit” into any particular mold of orthodoxy.  How, I wondered, can you maintain that open spirit while still requiring all these things of the members?


But as I’ve lived into them, I’ve come to realize that the KC disciplines aren’t opposed to freedom and hospitality and love.  They aren’t restrictions or regulations.  They are more like the Columbia mail kiosks or the bike paths or the Town Centers.  They are a kind of frame work for life that increases the likelihood that you’ll bump into God, and bump into your spiritual neighbors, during the course of each day.  And while bumping into God in the scriptures or bumping into your neighbors as you reach out to serve them, doesn’t necessarily mean that you’ll feel love for them, it certainly makes it more likely that love will freely emerge from your heart.


The commandments---and the KC commitments—build a way of living that makes it easier for people to love God and love their neighbors.  I find that to be a very helpful way to see them.  As I rethink the particular form of my commitments each year, I ask myself, “Am I becoming a more loving person with the help of these commitments?  Am I loving God more?  Am I loving my neighbors more?”  If one of the commitments doesn’t seem to be bearing fruit in my life this way, it’s time to try a different way to engage with it.  There’s no requirement here about HOW you live into each commitment—no rules about HOW you pray or how much money you give.  So as you shape your commitments for the coming year, ask yourself, “How could I bump into God more this year?  How could I bump into my neighbors more?”  Experiment and observe—just like Jim Rouse did!
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