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October 29, 2017 

Just up the street at the Summit Hill Senior Living home, there is an elderly resident who partakes in the 
Eucharist that is celebrated there one every month.  Two months ago, she asked to speak with me after mass.  
She wanted to tell me about the upcoming funeral for her brother.  She was emotional about it.  I learned that 
her brother had been missing in action and presumed dead since the Korean War—65 years ago.  They only 
recently found and identified his remains in Korea, and will be returning them home to Saint Paul.  The funeral is 
next week.  I can’t imagine the emotions that must be swirling in her heart right now.  It seems that an intense 
and true love should not have to feel so terrible for so long.  And I’ll bet it’s really hard to know just exactly what 
the proper emotion is at a time like this.   

I thought of that woman after reading today’s gospel, which is all that talk about how “love” has to be at the 
center of everything in the lives of believers, for God and for neighbor.  But what does that word really mean—
love?  Philosophers have been trying to hash over that question for a few thousand years now, and I’m not yet 
aware of the fully satisfactory definition.  The theologians have been wrestling with the same task.  If you go to 
the Google dictionary online, all of the primary definitions of that word have to do with pleasure, attraction and 
desire—often of a specifically sexual type.  And it seems so natural for us 21st Century Americans to think of love 
in terms like that—which is why it is so essential for us Christians to remember that that’s not it.   

Love, as the bible understands it, has very little to do with emotions or feelings.  Instead, it has to do with 
commitment, and with self-sacrifice, and with endurance through trial.  To love is to remain faithful to what is of 
ultimate value, even when doing that brings hardship, and tears, and mystery.  This woman at the senior home 
has waited since 1953 to see her brother to his grave.  That’s love, but that’s not pleasure—nor will it be next 
week. 

Love is not torture—at least not all the time.  It doesn’t require us to forsake joy or comfort in this life—at least 
not all the time.  Hopefully it brings a good deal of gratitude.  But love does require us to put our own personal 
desires and pleasures to the side when the command of God or the need of the neighbor requires that.  And the 
fact is that, because of the effects of sin, that is a very hard thing for us to do.   That is why we need to keep the 
vision of Jesus before us regularly, as in every time we celebrate Eucharist together.  By all accounts, Jesus 
savored the love of friends and family, enjoyed a good dinner party and a glass of wine.  But his life was never 
focused on himself as the primary person of importance.  Love brought him to the passion and death before the 
resurrection.  “What is the greatest of the commandments?” came the question from the lawyer.  And Jesus’ 
response was “to love.”  God, self, others.  It was not “to feel personal fulfillment,” or “to be a success as the 
world judges that.”  It is to love.  It is to be absolutely certain about who and what matters most in the world, 
and to be resolute about living as if we truly believe that.   

If we need a little more specificity about what that means in everyday life, we need only to turn to our First 
Reading today from Exodus.   

• “You shall not oppress the alien.”  How concrete is that for our own situation? 
• “You shall not extort the poor.” (Ignoring, by the way, is a form of extortion). 

Are we feeling the importance of these commands?  The feeling isn’t pleasant for many of us—and that’s the 
point.  To love isn’t always to rest content or to bask in pleasure.  To love is to go to work, even when the work is 
inconvenient.   
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And why should we do that?  Well, in case it’s not enough to know that it’s what our Lord commands us to do, it 
is also what makes us—together—the happiest and most successful community possible.  To love is to know 
what matters most—both now and for eternity—and to be resolved to conform our lives to what we know.  So 
let us love.  Just like the lady up the street. 


