
	

	

Radical Simplicity 
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A Reading from the Gospel According to Matthew 

Chapter 22:34—40 

 
 34When the Pharisees heard that he had silenced the Sadducees, they assembled 

together, 35and one of them, an expert in the law, questioned him in order to test him.  36“Rabbi, 

which is the great commandment in the Torah?”  37And Jesus said to them, “’You shall love the 

Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’  38This is the 

first and greatest commandment.  39And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor like 

yourself.’  40All the law and the prophets hang on these two commandments.” 

* 

 One Halloween, five hundred years ago—1517—a moody monk, Martin Luther, issued his 

long list of grievances—95 theses—objecting to rules and rituals of the medieval church.  

 Luther didn’t nail his pages to a door—no more than Washington chopped down a cherry 

tree—but ignited a protest whose embers haven’t yet cooled. 

 Luther didn’t want to create a new church; he thought the power of his arguments would 

be able to persuade—or if they didn’t yield—force out clerics in Rome.   He thought—as Zwingli, 

and Calvin, and other reformers plainly did— we could get back to what Christianity was when 

those first believers gathered. 

 Actually, though, Luther’s work didn’t help us turn back to an ideal past, but pushed us 

kicking and screaming, perhaps, into the modern world. 



	

	

 That’s why we dub this last Sunday in October Reformation Sunday. . . . 

* 

 As a young man, Luther realized that asking, “What must I do to be saved?,”  terrified him.  

He could never be good enough,  never pray hard enough.  No matter how he confessed  or how 

long he fasted, he knew, deep inside, God could sniff out his secret sins, even the ones he’d 

forgotten about, and one day that omnipotent, righteous judge up in the clouds would condemn 

him to hell. 

 He was a haunted man, till while studying Paul and Augustine, something took hold of 

him, something convinced him that we are saved by faith alone—faith in the once-you-say-yes 

irresistible grace of God. 

 Luther experienced God now as loving, as One who seeks and saves through Jesus Christ. 

 We only have to accept what God offers, give thanks, and trust as best we can. . . . 

 And for Luther and other Protestant leaders, God is revealed to each of us through scripture, 

and conscience, so church authorities cannot control our access to God.   

 Why was it priests were forbidden to marry—but could have mistresses, as long as they 

paid the local bishop a fine?  What was this business of selling indulgences, or holy relics—slivers 

and bones that were supposed to bless people who bought them, and cure disease? 

 “If you can’t find it in scripture,” said Luther, “then it’s just church make-believe.” 

 What about pilgrimages to Jerusalem, or to Rome? 

 ALet every one of us,”  Luther declaimed,  “ stay each in his own parish, where he will 

discover more useful work than in all the making of pilgrimages, even if they were all combined 



	

	

into one.   Here, at home, you will find baptism, sacrament, preaching, and your neighbor; these 

are more important to you than all the saints in heaven.@ 

 Now, we commemorate that liberation—guess what, you don’t have to do what the priest 

says, guess what, your prayers count as much as the saints’ did—with these red banners every 

fall. 

* 

 Yet there’s regret, as well,  that we’ve spent so many centuries apart, fighting about whether 

it’s right to believe this or that. 

 Back in 2006, our cousins—the Presbyterian Church USA—chose to rename today 

Reconciliation Sunday.   

 That expresses the hope inscribed within the emblem of our church as well; you’ll find it 

along the spine of our black hymnals every week. 

 “That they may all be one”—this is what Jesus pleads in the gospel of John—not that we 

shatter, and split off, and subdivide into ten thousand denominations, each one determined to point 

out where everyone else gets it wrong. 

 Maybe as we try to meld reformation and reconciliation, scripture can help us see what’s 

most important, at least to Christ. 

 What's Christianity truly?   Not comprehensively, no, but essentially. 

 Might it be as radically simple as our text today? 

 “Which is the great commandment in the Torah?”   



	

	

 “And Jesus said . . . ‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all 

your soul, and with all your mind.’”  And, “‘Love your neighbor like yourself.  All the law and 

the prophets hang on these. . . .’” 

 Following Christ is about loving God, and loving what God loves, too..   

 What’s the one chapter and verse you’re most likely to see scrawled on the side of a barn, 

flashed on a sign when the camera scans a crowd at a ballgame? 

 John 3:16.   

 Arguablyy, the most-cited sentence in scripture.   “For God so loved the world. . . .” 

 Not only me, not merely us—“God so loved the world.”  So yes, the deer and her fawns in 

the graveyard, too. 

 Think of the opening chapters of Genesis.  After each day, we’re told, God marveled at 

what she had made, and called it good.  After the sixth day, “God saw that it was very good”—

which may not mean, necessarily, leave well enough alone.   

 God has, to steal a phrase from Robert Frost,” a lover's quarrel with the world.”  God loves 

the world but wishes we’d help make it better yet, a less impoverished and less violent place. 

 Being Christian is  about letting yourself become someone  who can love God,  and love 

what God loves.  We need to be helped and we need to be healed ,because some of the ways that 

we grow up give us a warped or not-quite-healthy sense of what God loves. . . . 

 All those parts of ourselves we’ve been taught are unlovable—that make us angry, anxious, 

and ashamed—affect our judgment, and so we are liable to imagine that God is—as Luther 

feared—this implacable king who punishes sinners. 



	

	

 Maybe that’ is a monster from your own childhood.  Maybe that’s a phantom formed by 

self-hatred.  But it’s not God. 

 True Christianity isn’t just a set of statements we memorize.  It is a way, a path of 

transformation.  The first name anyone gave Christ’s disciples, in the Book of Acts, was simply 

those  followers of the way—the way of Jesus.  

* 

 When a proud Pharisee asks Rabbi Jesus, “What’s rule number one?,” Jesus tells him,  

“You’ve got to open your heart.” 

 Being Christian, following Christ, isn’t just all about what you believe, isn’t a matter of 

getting our doctrines right.   Luther said yes, we’re saved by faith alone—but what we do reveals 

that faith, more so than words, more so than pious clichés. 

 Actually, he taught, “We can no more separate works from faith than heat and light from 

fire.”   

 If there’s no heat—if there’s no light,  fire’s not fire. 

 I cannot think we’re thrown into the world by a being we can’t begin to comprehend, to 

be tempted and tried to determine which few of us will find eternal joy, while everybody else 

cries out in anguish forever and ever. 

 I don’t believe it because even I  hope that I’m kinder than that, and God is so much kinder 

than me. 

* 



	

	

 I think we’re here to be broken open—to discover what matters, discover ourselves, and, 

perhaps, what’s been sleeping within us, perhaps,  since time again.  This is what Rilke claims 

through his Book of Hours.  The poet writes: 

 God speaks to each of us as he makes us,  

 then walks with us silently out of the night.  

 

 These are words we dimly hear:  

 

 You, sent out beyond your recall,  

 go to the limits of your longing.  

 Embody me.  

 Flare up like flame  

 and make big shadows I can move in.  

 

 Let everything happen to you:  beauty and terror.  

 Just keep going.  No feeling is final.  

 Don't let yourself lose me.  

 

 Nearby is the country they call life.  

 You will know it by its seriousness.  

 

 Give me your hand.  

 

 God bless you all. 

 

 


