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True authority tends to freak us out.  We are so accustomed to misuse of power in our secular/political world, we hardly even recognize it for what it is.  That’s what’s going on again in this week’s gospel.  The Pharisees are challenging Jesus one last time in this encounter, with their ultimate question: “Which commandment is the greatest?”


Choosing any of the ten would be a heresy of sorts; all are considered equal and from God.  All are to be obeyed completely.  So, Jesus answers, quoting other scripture:  “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and soul and mind” (the first four of the ten are about loving God); and then, “love your neighbor as yourself” (the last six are about loving our neighbor.)  He is saying, “all of them are critical, it’s the source behind each one that matters.  Learn to love.  As God loves.”


Then Jesus takes a leap. He recognizes in this exchange the God-given moment to “call their bluff.”  So he turns the tables on his challengers.  He says, “Now it’s my turn to question you. “What do you think of the Messiah?  Whose son is he?”

********************************  

Jesus is removing all the detritus that has been covering over the real question behind all these Pharisaic challenges.  While they have been trying to prove that their authority is greater than his, He has the real authority, and it lies in the truth about the long-awaited “Messiah”.  So he brings it to the surface, before they even know that it is their own question about Him.

“Whose son is the Messiah, the anointed one, who is to come?” He asks them.  Being of political and institutional mindset, they respond:  “The son of David.”  Scripturally and politically correct, as far as it goes.  But lacking in depth.  They don’t know what they are saying.  Jesus points out the contradiction in their response by quoting David’s own psalm: “Well, David calls his own son Lord, then, when he writes, ‘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?’”

Now, you and I have an advantage here.  We know who Jesus is, that He is miraculously perfect human, born of a woman, descendant of David, and at the same time God.  Lord.  Messiah.  And that Messiah does not mean political leader, but something else.  The Pharisees and friends do not know that.  So Jesus’ question is a real conundrum.  How, indeed, could David call his own son “Lord”?

Perhaps, in looking for a Messiah, they were looking for another Moses, so their reflections might go back to him, for guidance.  Imagine the Pharisees’ thinking:  “Moses gave us the Ten Commandments, he did have a special relationship with God.  He certainly was a prophet of God and politically powerful; under God’s guidance he set our people free from Egypt.  But does that make him a precursor of the Messiah? He wasn’t ‘Son of David’ and certainly he died; he didn’t even enter the Promised Land.  So, where else should we turn for an example?”  They are silenced.  They have to go think some more.  True authority, Messiah, is right in front of them in Jesus, but they don’t recognize him..  
****************************  


Now, their story brings us the same question: what does “Messiah” mean for us?  If this is Jesus’ true identity, how do we interpret it?  The one who fulfills the Ten Commandments by re-framing them as “Love God and neighbor and self”, is Messiah exactly how?  We don’t seem to have any other examples either.

There’s a short answer:  the true authority, the Messiah, gives us new life.  We will die, we know, but now because of Jesus, we will have new life. We have all sorts of theories about that, to be resolved when it’s our turn to be fully with God.  But perhaps even more significant, right now, is we do not have to wait to experience it!  Earlier in his gospel, Matthew tells us, “the kingdom of heaven has come near.”  It’s in Jesus.  And we know the Holy Spirit makes us irrevocably one with Him.  Jesus is.  Now.  Even in us.

All we need do is repent, turn, from whatever distracts us, and listen to him.  Listen as he empowers us to listen.  And then choose, choose to love God and neighbor and self, as he tells us.

It’s a simple as that.  Choose life eternal by choosing to love.  Love is not a trite feeling, but a powerful invitation to life in God.  Across the centuries, saints and sinners have theorized about how to do that, just like the Pharisees.  So far, St. Benedict gives us the simplest guidance in his Rule; you’ve heard me talk about that before.  But recently I came upon a wonderful  Joan Chittister (quoted by Lynne Smith) summary; surely we can do this: 


Think of the first two as being about how we love God:

· Listen (instead of talk all the time)
(God always is speaking, we need listen)
· Wake up (no more living in ruts) (Notice God’s invitations).
Now, the next two as about loving our neighbor:

· Do no harm (notice how we affect others) (with words and actions)
· Do good (serve them) (notice their desires, needs).
These last three might be about loving ourselves… 

· Trust in God (not self alone) (“belief” in God means “trust” in God)

· Prepare your heart and your body (love self) (self-care)
· Learn every day of your life (we are on an adventure)

Much better than the Pharasaic theorizing and challenging and 600+ laws; we have only seven!  Just do it.  Listen and wake up; do no harm and do good; trust in God; prepare your heart and your body; learn every day of your life.  And discover the Messiah already is embracing us.  And that’s the beginning of new life, eternal life, in God.
True authority.











Amen.
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