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Ruth 1:1-18; Psalm 146; Hebrews 9:11-14; Mark 12:28-34 
 
 

The Gospel reading that we just heard, is one of those Scripture 
readings that can make us fell comfortable in our pews and 
prompt us to say, “Oh well, of course.  How lovely that thought 
is: Love God, love our neighbors.  That’s what it’s all about.  No 
problem”. 
That’s what we might call “hug me, Jesus” theology, when we 
get all comfortable with ourselves and think that “love” by itself 
is the answer. Thousands of popular songs have been written 
using those very words, heart-shaped jewelry is in every 
catalogue, movies by the score are based on our romantic notion 
of love.  So, loving God and loving our neighbor, should be easy 
right!  Love should be the answer to solving all our problems. 
But just look at our world.  Just look at our church.  What’s the 
problem? What aren’t we understanding? 

Love is so important in Scripture that Jesus used three different 
Greek words, depending on what His message was. The first is 
philios, known to us as love of family or friends, the second is 
eros, known to us as erotic love, and the third is agape, which 
refers to sacrificial love, a willingness to give up ones life for 
others, like Jesus did on the cross.  Agape is the word Jesus used 
for love in our Gospel reading for today. 
So what’s the problem, and what aren’t we understanding, are 
important questions for us to ask of each other, and of ourselves! 
 If we believe what Jesus is saying to this scribe in our reading, 



we have to admit that love is indeed the answer.  But really, to 
understand what Jesus is saying, we need to define what we 
understand by the love, and perhaps more importantly, because 
it’s so easy for us to get comfortable with the familiar, we need 
to define who our neighbor is. 
First, we need to understand that the love Jesus is talking about 
has to do with loyalty.  The Valentine heart thing is all well and 
good, but the kind of love Jesus is talking about is a deliberate 
mind thing, a deliberate choice.  It’s a commitment to living the 
kind of life Jesus lives.  Jesus is telling His followers, that’s us 
by the way, that to love God is to be loyal to God, both when it’s 
easy, and when it’s difficult.  We must be willing to be loyal to 
the end, no matter what. 
But even if we can wrap our minds around the concept of being 
loyal to God, of trying to live a godly life, we have to remember 
that this love, this loyalty, is bound up, as Jesus says, in loving 
our neighbor.  We can’t choose to love one, or the other, we have 
to love both. 
Then, of course, comes the sticky part.  Just who does Jesus 
mean by our “neighbor”? 

We know the answer to that: everyone is our neighbor, both 
those who are like us, those who are easy to love; but also those 
who aren’t just like us, and those who are pretty difficult to like, 
let alone love.  Not an easy thing to do.  Our neighbors are also 
those whom we may never meet, but who might be touched 
through our outreach and prayer.  The good news here is that 
they just might touch us. 
Loving our neighbor isn’t just about benefits we bestow upon 
them. Just look at our Old Testament reading for today, that 
wonderful story of Ruth and Naomi.  That’s a story of love 
going in both directions.  It’s a story about real loyalty.  Orpah 



wasn’t being mean or disloyal when she chose to return to her 
own mother’s house, to her own people.  That was a perfectly 
sensible and honorable thing to do in that culture.  Ruth and 
Orpah weren’t Jews, they were Moabites.  We can sense the love 
that Orpah had for Naomi, but she chose to take a chance at 
being remarried, perhaps among her own people.  Ruth, on the 
other hand, made a radical and courageous choice.  Her love, her 
loyalty, to Naomi was so fierce and dedicated, that she couldn’t 
abandon her mother-in-law, even if it meant she might never be 
remarried, a problem for women in that culture, and that she 
might never be accepted by Naomi’s people. 
That kind of love asked a lot of Ruth, and it asks that much and 
more of us, too. Remember at the end of our Gospel reading for 
today, Jesus said to the scribe, “You are not far from the 
kingdom of heaven”.  And no one dared ask him any more 
questions.  Being brought face to face with that concept of love, 
the kind Jesus is really talking about, the Bible’s kind of love, 
was maybe quite enough for Jesus’ followers right then.  They 
didn’t yet understand love as Ruth did.  Some of them 
eventually understood.  Others walked away. 
So, what now?  We may be perfectly willing to accept the full 
responsibility of this kind of love, but we’d like some 
guidelines.  Jews seek to live out of Torah.  We seek to live out 
our baptismal covenant as laid out in the Baptism service in The 
Book of Alternative Services, which begins with the words of 
the Apostles Creed and concludes with six questions, all of 
which we promise to obey, “with God’s help”. 
Let us remind ourselves of these questions, which become, for 
us, our Baptismal Covenant: Will you continue in the apostles’ 
teaching and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in the 
prayers?  Will you persevere in resisting evil and, whenever you 



fall into sin, repent and return to the Lord?  Will you proclaim 
by word and example the good 

news of God in Christ?  Will you seek and serve Christ in all 
persons, loving your neighbour as yourself?  Will you strive for 
justice and peace among all people, and respect the dignity of 
every human being. Will you strive to safeguard the integrity of 
God’s creation and respect, sustain and renew the life of the 
Earth? 

Through our Godparents, or sponsors, we’ve already said yes to 
this covenant at our baptism, and reaffirmed that commitment at 
our Confirmation.  Let the story of Ruth, and the words of the 
baptismal covenant, strengthen our heart as we live the kind of 
love in our daily lives that Jesus expects us to have for our God 
and our neighbor. 
 

 
AMEN. 

 


