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I have here in my hands a jewelry box. There are some nice things inside, and also some not so nice things. Carefully chosen gifts given to me by my loved ones are right next to cheap trinkets I’ve acquired over the years. It’s all in here together, sort of tangled up.
The Bible is kind of like this jewelry box. Inside the Jewish and Christian scriptures is a tangle of writings of many different genres, composed by many different writers at many different times and places throughout history. There are ancient but timeless pearls of wisdom in there right alongside a few outdated artifacts intended for another era, another culture. There are beautiful writings of attempts to confront power and liberate people and there are ugly writings of attempts to consolidate power and oppress people. It’s all in there together, tangled into one heap like the jewelry in this box.
Now, this jewelry box has a lot of great stuff in it. But the box is locked. To get to the beautiful things inside, I need a key to open the box.
Similarly, it helps to have a key to get to the beautiful core message inside the Jewish and Christian scriptures. The story of the Good Samaritan, which Erin shared with us earlier during our Time for All Ages, is one such key. In fact, Jesus told the story to demonstrate to the religious authorities of his time that he possessed the correct interpretive key to unlock the message of the Torah and teach that message to others. 
In several passages in the Christian Bible, Jesus is tested by religious authorities with the question, “Teacher, what is the greatest commandment in the Law?” They are checking to see if he possesses the key to unlock the scripture. And each time he is so questioned, Jesus replies, 
“’Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.” (Matthew 22:37-40). 
In another passage, one of the religious authorities testing Jesus affirms that he is right and adds that the commandments to love God and love our neighbors as ourselves are “more important than all burnt offerings and sacrifices” (Mark 12:33). 
In the story of the Good Samaritan, Jesus answers a related question posed to him by one of the religious authorities of his time, who asks, “And who is my neighbor?” In other words, the lawyer wanted to know who he was obligated to love like himself… and probably who he was not obligated to love. Who, perhaps, he was allowed to hate. He needed some help turning the key. And so, in answer to his question, Jesus told the story of the Good Samaritan.

The story we heard earlier isn’t the only place in the Christian and Jewish scriptures where the idea that the central message of the Bible is to love God and love your neighbor as yourself shows up. The exact phrase “love your neighbor as yourself” appears in Leviticus, it appears in Matthew, in Mark, in Luke. And it appears in Romans, Galatians and James. Meanwhile, countless passages in both the Jewish and Christian scriptures pertain to the question of what it means to love your neighbor as yourself.
Loving your neighbor means doing them no harm. Do not give false testimony against them (Exodus 20:16), defraud or rob them (Leviticus 19:13), slander them (Leviticus 19:15-16), or extort them for unjust profit (Ezekiel 22:12), 

Loving your neighbor also means doing well by them. It means judging them fairly (Leviticus 19:15-16) as well as treating them fairly if you make a loan to them, especially if they are in need (Deuteronomy 24:10-13). It means supporting them when they are weak and helping build them up (Romans 15:1-3).
Perhaps you can see why, when Hillel was challenged to explain the whole Torah while standing on one foot, the Jewish sage and scholar replied, “That which is hateful to you, do not do to your fellow. That is the whole Torah; the rest is the explanation.”
Our Unitarian Universalist 4th Source comes right out of this tradition when it states our faith is inspired by “Jewish and Christian teachings which call us to respond to God’s love by loving our neighbors as ourselves”. 
The early 19th century Universalist theologian and preacher, Hosea Ballou, frequently reminded us that God is love. In his “Treatise on Atonement”, Ballou frequently referenced “an apostle” who said that “God is love”. He was referring to John the Evangelist, who in the First Epistle of John wrote, “God is love. Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in them.” (1 John 4:16) 
This idea that God is love is a position that many Unitarian Universalist theists take today. Even some of us who do not believe in a personal God, in a loving divine being, sometimes believe in a divine power, in a universal love. This abundant, perfect, all-embracing love holds us and moves us toward goodness. Divine love guides us toward that which is life-giving. God as love helps us develop and live out a deepening care, an active love, for ourselves and our fellow beings. 
I imagine this love as a great rushing river that we all participate in, that we sometimes drink from and sometimes pour our love into. It is a love that is inseparable from human beings, from you and me, and yet which is also greater than us. The 19th century Unitarian minister, William Ellery Channing once affirmed we are made in the likeness of God. He wrote, 
“There is often a depth in human love, which may be strictly called unfathomable... We see… the tendency of the soul to the infinite” and we “may become partaker of the very mind from which it springs, of the prompting love”. (Channing, “Likeness to God”).
If God is love, and we are made in the likeness of God, then we too are love. Or rather, we have the capacity to be love, love that we at times embody as soothing warmth directed toward the hurting. Other times, we embody that love as what Gandhi referred to as soul-force, truth-force or love-force: a fierce outpouring of love embodied in nonviolent confrontation with systems of oppression that hurt our neighbors.
Such love is incredibly powerful. Sometimes it sweeps us off our feet and overwhelms us. Sometimes is carries us gently along, other times it fills us up to bursting. It is only natural that with such love rushing into us that it would overflow its bounds again and again. 
What do we do with all this love?
We love God. God is love. We love Love. We respond to this love by multiplying it, magnifying it, spreading it. We let it rush into us as we love ourselves. We let it rush out of us as we love others.

In the scene leading up to the story of the Good Samaritan, the lawyer’s question to Jesus does not come from a place of awareness of love’s abundance. It comes from a place of stinginess, from a sense of scarcity. When we respond to the command to love our neighbors as ourselves with the question, “Who then is my neighbor?”, we imply that there is not enough love to go around. We imply that our love must be hoarded. We think, “I should ration my love. Maybe I should only love my next door neighbors. Just the ones to either side of my home. Maybe I should only love people of my own religion or country or political party. Just the people like me, the deserving people.” 
With thinking like that it becomes easy to draw a narrower and narrower circle around who we will and will not include in the embrace of our care. Or, conversely, we may spread the love, but only thinly. We become incapable of loving everyone and yet also reserving special care for those who most need it. 
Yet liberation theologians teach that God loves everyone, but that God’s love, God’s liberating power, rushes to those who are most in need of care, those who are hurting or oppressed, and that we have an obligation to do likewise. There is, after all, enough love to go around.
And yet, we are finite beings, are we not? Compassion fatigue can be real, ya’ll. When many are hurting, it can feel like we’re being pulled a thousand directions by our heart strings, and being stretched too thin. 
In such times, when a little self-care is needed, I think back to the call to “love our neighbors as ourselves”. Usually we think about this as the obligation to extend to our neighbors the same loving care that we extend to ourselves. We should want the best for them, just as we want the best for ourselves. 
But sometimes when we’re in danger of over-extending ourselves, or perhaps even when we find it hard to love ourselves, as we sometimes do, it is helpful to turn around and remember that we also should love ourselves as our neighbors. We should include ourselves in our circle of tender care, and trust as we do so that we are also held in the loving circles of others’ care.

We are finite beings. Yet we are also powerful beings. Loving beings. Each of us is capable of participating in a great collective outpouring of love. Some people call that river of love God. It is within us, among us, and around us. 
May love hold us and move us. May love bless us and guide us. May love heal us and nourish us. May love transform us and flow from us. May love pour from us in great, compassionate works of our hearts, our souls, our minds, and our hands. May we, like the Good Samaritan, take our love to those who need it most. We are made in the likeness of God. God is Love. May we be Love, too. 
May it be so. Amen.
