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21st Sunday after Pentecost
Matthew 22:34-46

When the Pharisees heard that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, they gathered 
together, and one of them, a lawyer, asked him a question to test him. “Teacher, which 
commandment in the law is the greatest?” He said to him, “‘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 first commandment. And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor 
as yourself.’ On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.”

Now while the Pharisees were gathered together, Jesus asked them this question: 
“What do you think of the Messiah? Whose son is he?” They said to him, “The son of 
David.” He said to them, “How is it then that David by the Spirit calls him Lord, saying,

‘The Lord said to my Lord,

“Sit at my right hand,

until I put your enemies under your feet”’?

If David thus calls him Lord, how can he be his son?” No one was able to give him an 
answer, nor from that day did anyone dare to ask him any more questions.

*

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all of our hearts be acceptable in 
your sight, o Lord, my strength and my redeemer.

I’d like to start this morning by telling you a story. This happened a couple of weeks ago 
now. I had the day off from the shelter and decided to stop at a favorite local coffee 
shop with a book under my arm. They have had tables set up outside for a while now, it 
was a nice day, so I was quite happy to sit outside. I feel moderately sneaky when I do 
this, as I can sit at a table and take my mask off while eating or drinking. There was a 
freshly potted mum on the table – the sun was out – there was some goofy 70s song 
playing in the background (and yes, I did quietly sing along in my head!), and my chai 
latte was quite yummy. Just for a minute, maybe not even a full minute, I realized 
everything was OK. Right there, right then, was a moment of clarity and grace, where it 
felt like everything was going to be OK. Then, of course, in short order, it all came 
thundering back into my mind – issues at work, the pandemic, concerns about here at 
church and how to proceed, the election, the continuing sickness of racism, wondering if 
we will ever return to “normal” and everything that fills all of our minds and hearts these 
days. But somehow, that brief moment of clarity made it easier to put my mask back on 
and proceed with my day.
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And I do apologize to the folks that already read a version of this on Facebook. (Being a 
good member of our society, I, of course, posted about this moment when I got home!)

But the part that startled me after posting this was the number of responses I got to my 
story where people shared their own stories similar to mine. Moments they had where it 
all fell away – moments of peace and clarity – moments of being anxiety-free and being 
aware of what I would consider recognizing God’s presence if you will.

With all that is on our collective plates, we need those moments, these opportunities to 
catch our breath and find our hope again. I’m hoping we can stay back in the habit of 
finding that here at church. For me, prayer and my relationship with the Lord helps – but 
I’ll be honest, it doesn’t always automatically make it all better or easy.

But easy has never actually been the promise of Christianity. In today’s Gospel, we are 
given a teaching that is really at the foundation of all we do. Today we hear a lawyer ask 
Jesus the question, “‘Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?’” Jesus 
answers, (and I always picture this answer being without hesitation because the answer 
is so true), “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 first commandment. And a second is 
like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ On these two commandments hang all 
the law and the prophets.”

On those two commandments hang all the law and the prophets – but I’d like to take a 
moment to point out that the word “easy” doesn’t show up anywhere in this reading. 
This relationship with the Lord, which we are invited to fully immerse ourselves in, is 
work. Sometimes the work isn’t easy. But it is work we are called to do. That’s usually 
one of the first things I tell people considering marriage – I ask them if they are ready for 
the work to follow. There are days of bliss and joy – but there are also days of work.

St John of the Cross was a 16th-century Spanish mystic and poet who wrote a poem 
that was later titled “Dark Night of the Soul.” He also went on to write two books of 
commentary on this poem, exploring all that it meant. The title alone provides imagery 
that makes it sound wonderfully appropriate for this time we are in. But the points he 
also explores are well worth considering as this all unfolds around us. He asks if we can 
hold to our faith in the dark night. It’s easy to have faith when the world is brightly lit, and 
we have all we need, but how is our faith in those dark nights of the soul?

I have worked with some folks at the shelter that were in their own dark night before this 
all happened, and the restrictions and tension of this time have not made it easier. So 
they wrestle in the darkness. Sometimes I can help – sometimes I can’t. So I ask you, 
how is your faith in this dark night?

Recently, I listened to a wonderful sermon by the Bishop of Washington, preached at 
the National Cathedral. Paraphrasing a bit, she ran with a sports metaphor regarding 
stepping to the plate, like in baseball. As a Bishop, she has been asked often to step up 
to the plate often in these times. Sometimes she has felt prepared. Other times, not so 
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much. This worked for me, as I suspect we have all been asked to step up to the plate 
in unexpected times and in unexpected ways.

Maybe that’s part of the work of being a Christian – the willingness to step up to the 
plate and at least try – even if we think we are not prepared. And brace yourself – we 
are not going to knock the ball out of the park every time we step up to the plate, either.

But when that does happen, we discover the perhaps unexpected presence of grace 
and hope in our actions and what we offer to the game. Nadia Bolz-Webber believes 
this is part of her call to being a pastor – the ability to say, “OK, I’ll go first.” Maybe that 
is how we are now being called Christians stepping up in this time. Not because we 
have our acts any better together than anyone else, but because we are willing to step 
up. 

We are willing, and we have hope. Martin Luther King, Jr. once said, “Everything that is 
done in the world is done by hope.” What shall we do with our hope today?

We have some work to do or continue to do, and we may have some stepping up to do. 
Stepping up to help each other out when we can. Stepping up to offer hope, where we 
can. Gathering to touch base and pray as a community when we can (and at the 
moment, I am still figuring on next Sunday!)

Before we continue with the service, let us pray –

Ever living and always present God,
We admit, we are tired.
We are frustrated and angry
At what we see around us.
People are sick
People are weighed down by the sin of racism in the world
People are feeling entitled to much
Often at the expense of others.
Help us to find you in those brief moments
Where we can believe it is all OK.
Show us your presence in the world.
Presence in grace and in hope.
Presence in love.
And we ask this in the name of Jesus, you Son, Our Lord, who walks with us even in the 
dark night.

Amen.


