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When his parents asked what he learned in Sunday School, the young boy had 
this to say: “Jesus was a great man. He healed many leopards and even preached to 
some Germans on the mount. But the Democrats and Republicans put Jesus on trial 
before Pontius the pilot.”

Clearly they were going over a lot of material in that Sunday School class. I 
wonder if they touched upon what is most important?

What is most important? That is the question that we are seeking to answer 
during the season of Lent. After all, if we want to set goals in our lives, if we want to 
know which things must have priority in our lives, if we want to know which direction 
we will go, we must first identify that which is most important. As followers of our Lord 
and Savior Jesus Christ, it would be good for us to know what was most important to 
him, since what is most important to the Lord should also be most important to the 
disciple.

When a religious leader asked Jesus what was most important, Jesus gave this 
answer:

“The most important commandment is, “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one
Lord. Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all 
your mind, and with all your strength. The second is this: Love your neighbor as 
yourself. There is no commandment greater than these.”1

Thus far in our Lenten study we have addressed the love of God and love of 
neighbor in broad brush strokes. Now we begin to look into the implications of what 
living out this kind of love looks like in those who have embraced that which is most 
important. The basic premise is pretty simple, really. As people for whom “that which is
most important” has taken roots in our hearts, each of us needs to realize that loving 
God and loving neighbor is about more than individual improvement; it is also about 
transforming the world around us and working to make it conform to Jesus' kingdom 
standards of love of God and neighbor. Because, as Scot McKnight points out, the 
kingdom of God is not some far-away, unreachable reality. Indeed, the kingdom is the 
society in which “that which is most important” transforms life in the here and now.2 

Transforming our world here and now means pursuing and advocating for 
justice. As we observe the ministry of Jesus, it quickly becomes clear that Jesus 

1 Mark 12:29-31
2 Scot McKnight, The Jesus Creed: Loving God, Loving Others - 10  th   Anniversary Edition (Kindle locations 1585-1587), 

Paraclete Press, Kindle edition.
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focuses our attention onto the down-and-out, the poor, the sick, the oppressed. It's 
interesting to note that the first public teaching of Jesus as recorded by Luke shines 
the light directly on relief for those who have been pushed down and away by society: 
“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, for he has anointed me to bring Good News to the 
poor. He has sent me to proclaim that captives will be released, that the blind will see, 
that the oppressed will be set free, and that the time of the Lord's favor has come.”3 

It's also interesting to note that the last public teaching Jesus gives as recorded 
by Matthew emphasizes the fact that we will be judged according to our treatment of 
the “least of these.”

The truth is, we can't claim to love God with our whole being without also loving 
others, including—maybe even especially—the ones that the world considers to be the
“least important.” In the parable of the sheep and the goats, Jesus makes it clear that 
we are not truly loving God if we are not also loving the least of these. “Inasmuch as 
you did it to the least of these,” said Jesus, “you did it to me.”

Two things I take from that parable. First, recognizing Jesus in the face of others
—especially the outcast and the hungry and the sick and the stranger—is important 
because it reminds us that all people, regardless of condition or class, are worthy of 
being treated with dignity and care. The principle is very simple: treat others in the way
you would treat Jesus. The application is that the way we treat others IS the way we 
treat Jesus.

But—and this is my second takeaway from the parable—I believe that Jesus is 
telling us that what we do is evidence of the love that resides in our hearts. It's about 
more than recognizing Jesus in the face of the downtrodden; it's recognizing that our 
actions speak volumes to what's in our hearts. Think about it for a moment. The sheep
in the parable were not blessed because they recognized Jesus in the faces of those 
they helped—because, in fact, they had no idea that they were encountering Jesus in 
the least important ones. No, the sheep were blessed because their acts of 
compassion and mercy were expressions of a heart transformed by and filled with the 
love of Jesus. Likewise, the goats were not cursed because they failed to see Jesus in
the faces of those they helped, but because their failure to act betrayed the reality that 
the love of Jesus had neither filled nor transformed their hearts.

If “what is most important” doesn't work itself out in action for those whom the 
world considers to be the “least important” ones, then we really haven't embraced 
what love of God and neighbor is all about.

Is what you do evidence of your love for God and neighbor? When you 
encounter Jesus in the hungry and the poor and the imprisoned and the sick, does 
your response demonstrate your love for God through your love for neighbor?

The enacting of the kind of advocacy and support of which Jesus speaks in his 
ministry and in the parable is what we refer to in the church as justice. For us to live 
out the kingdom in the here and now, we have to pursue and seek justice for those 
whom the world considers the least important. For us to claim to be a people 

3 Luke 4:18-19, New Living Translation
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transformed by our love for God and our love for neighbor, has implications on what 
we pursue and promote for the world around us.

McKnight makes the point that, even though the American system, “with its 
emphasis on personal freedom and civil rights, is as noble a social dream as any in 
the world, still our society has not achieved a peaceful justice.” He then goes on to say
that “Because it hasn't [achieved a peaceful justice], it is our Christian duty, as those 
who are striving to live out 'what is most important', to pursue justice.”4

I think it starts with opening our eyes and our ears. We have to look at the world 
in which we live, especially our own society in America. We have to listen to the cries 
of those who have been pushed to the margins. 

The truth is, most of us in this sanctuary have it pretty good. Most in this room 
slept in a warm house and comfortable bed last night. Most in this room were able to 
drive here in cars—some of us even multiple cars per family (including Carol and me, 
who come to church on different schedules on Sunday). Most in this room didn't have 
to worry about whether or not our spouse was going to get violent toward us after too 
many drinks last night. Most in this room have never had to wonder if you'll be allowed 
to call America your home. 

I don't say this to make us feel guilty for being comfortable. If anything, we 
should thank God for the financial and emotional well-being that God has given to us. 
But we should also want these things for others in our community, our nation, our 
world. And we shouldn't let our own comfort prevent us from reaching out to help those
whom the world has deemed to be “less important.”

I'm going to resist the urge to get too political here, but I do want to say this. The
Christian church—the church that claims to love God with our whole being and love 
our neighbor as ourselves—cannot silence our voice in the public sphere. It is our 
Christian duty to advocate for those who don't have any advocate. I don't care whether
you are a Republican or a Democrat; no matter which side of the aisle you're on, if 
you're a Christ-follower, then you will pursue and advocate for that which is faithful to 
Jesus Christ. You may have a different opinion on the role of government in 
establishing justice, but the responsibility to pursue justice remains either way.

Sometimes it will take a grand movement like the one begun by Martin Luther 
King. It took a while for some parts of the Christian church in America to sign on, but 
ultimately the progress that the civil rights movement made in those years can be 
credited to the courage of the church to speak out and join in the movement.

There's still a long way to go in that regard. And the church must speak with 
clarity, to ensure that all people are treated equally—not just under the law, but maybe
even more, in life itself.

The truth be told, though, it begins with individuals like you and me. Back in 
January we had several people who participated in our workday for Habitat for 
Humanity. If you were to ask them why they gave their time to help that day, they 
probably won't say, “Because when I look into the faces of these people, I see the face

4 Scot McKnight, op. cit. (Kindle locations 1793-1796).
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of Jesus.” The response you're most likely to get is a shrug of the shoulders, and 
they'll say something like, “I just do it because I think it's the right thing to do.” The love
they have for God and their neighbor compels them to serve others.

In our Bible study on Wednesday at noon, we talk about the lesson for the 
coming Sunday. The other day, one of those at the Bible study remembered the coffee
shop and coffee growing ministry that Mark and Miriam Adams-Maldonado have 
developed along the border with Mexico; our church supports Mark and Miriam's 
border ministry. They have helped farmers deep in the interior of Mexico to purchase 
land and plant coffee and grow it to sell at a sustainable price. And in Agua Prieta, 
across the border from Douglas, Arizona, they have opened a coffee shop that 
employs men and women who are desperate to leave the illegal drug scene. A small 
Presbyterian ministry led largely by two people, advocating to provide meaningful work
for farmers and unemployed street people. The church calls it justice. The people 
impacted by these ministries call it life.

Mark Adams and his wife Miriam love God with their whole being, and they are 
actively loving those whom nobody else wants to love.

I think also of our own community back in the mid- to late 80s. People from 
different churches (including Georgetown Presbyterian) around town saw a need to 
come together and do something to provide relief for the poor and the hungry in 
Georgetown. They thought it would be most effective if they could pool their resources 
to support one organization that would exist to provide adequate response to the 
needs of the poor in this community. The concern and vision of those 17 churches 
resulted in the birth of Helping Hands. Today Helping Hands not only provides food 
and assistance on utility bills; they have created a job training program, they provide 
free dental care, they have now expanded into Andrews to provide services in that 
community, as well. And many of you are giving your own time and money to make 
that happen.

There's a word for all these things: Justice. It is what happens when people who
love God are also loving our neighbors that nobody else wants to love.

Look at the world around you. Listen to the cries for help. 
And then do something. Because love works. It works hard. It works hard for the

“least important ones.”
Amen.


