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You shall love God – promise not command 
 
I want to speak to you today of Love, for if there is any one thing which we Christians 

have to do with above all else it is Love. Love in all it's richness and immensity, its all embracing, 

never ending, ever giving vulnerability. Love - risky, precarious, costly - Love at once so attractive 

and comforting and yet so aweful and challenging. 

At the heart of Judaism is the rallying call of Deuteronomy “Hear O Israel the Lord 

our God is one and you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your 

soul and with all your might ", reflected in our N.T. reading today with John’s repeated call to love 

God and obey God’s commandments. This is what we are to hear and do. That is the heart of it 

Deuteronomy says and then century upon century later the Pharisees come and ask, "Teacher what 

is the great commandment?" and the words that Jesus answers them with 

are the same words, "You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul 

and with all your might. This is the first and great commandment." 

 

Love God! Frederick Buechner a Nth American Congregationalist pastor in a piece entitled Love 

(and for which I am indebted for much of what follows) suggests that we have heard the words so 

often, that we no longer hear them. They are too loud to hear, to begin to take in The words don’t 

explain, they just proclaim and command Loving our neighbour, loving each other is easier to talk 

about, easier even to do. God knows none of us are much good at it much of the time, but at least 

we can see each other with our eyes. We can see each others faces especially and if we have our 

eyes open we can see something of what is within those faces, the joy, the love, the pain, the 

brokenness and woundedness; and hesitatingly inadequately but as best we can, we reach out and 

we love as much as we are capable of ever loving anybody. 

 

But so much of our loving has to do with seeing the other, Whereas the God we are commanded to 

love with all our being is the one we cannot see at all. Not even Moses could see him when he asked 

to, because humans shall not see God and live. God said "I will put you in a cleft of the rock and I 

will cover you with my hand until I have passed by and you shall see my back, but my face you 

shall not see." Buechner suggests that we also have seen God's back, or pray at least that that is 

what we have seen. We have seen traces of God in each other's faces and in the mystery and 

splendour of the creation. Have seen as much of God as human eyes can see in the dream each one 

of has of Christ's face. But God in Godself, God in God's full glory and power we have not seen and 

cannot see, and yet it is God whom we are commanded to love above all others. 

 

Hear O Israel you shall love God Can we? Do we even know what loving God looks like? Not just 

taking comfort in God as an idea, not just believing in God as a possibility, not just worshipping 

God but actually loving God. Wanting at least to be near God, wanting at least to do things for God 

because that is the least of what love seems to mean.  

 

If we have never seen God, maybe at least we can say we have heard God. We have heard God in 

Scripture, in the passion of the prophets, the crying out of Job, the love of Christ. We have heard 

God in history and in our own and other's inner histories, our own passion and our own crying out 
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and our own love. And yet to be honest we must also say that there have been times when we have 

not heard God any more than we have seen God. Times when we have listened to our own lives and 

heard mostly confusion and emptiness. Instead of hearing God there have been times when we have 

only heard God forsaken silence. Hear O Israel, only more often than not we hear nothing because 

we live in the wilderness of our almost Godless society, where more often than not there is nothing 

of God to hear, or so it seems. 

 

And of course it was in such a wilderness that the great words of Moses were trumpeted forth in the 

first place and the people who first heard them were in the wilderness with Moses, as wandering 

and lost as we sometimes feel. With nothing to keep them going but the hope of the promised land. 

To be commanded to love God at all let alone in the wilderness is like being commanded to be well 

when we are sick, to sing for joy when we are dying of thirst and to run when our legs are broken.  

But this is the first and great commandment and none the less, even in the wilderness, especially in 

the wilderness you shall love God. 

 

We know that wilderness well you and I, all of us do, because there isn't one of us if we are honest 

with ourselves, who hasn't wandered there lost, confused, frightened, angry feeling alone, 

abandoned. You know those times when if we can believe in God at all then it is as if God is a long, 

long way away, so far indeed that it is as if God is nowhere at all. 

 

O Israel hope, have faith. Above all love, but how can one love when one doubts that God is there 

at all. I suppose the truth of it is something like this. That as the test of our love for each other is 

loving our enemies, and as the test of God's love for us is loving us at our most unlovable and 

unlovely, so the test of our love for God is loving God when in almost every way that matters we 

can neither see God nor hear God and when Godself might as well be our enemy for all that God 

comes to us, in the ways that we want God to come to us and when the worst of the wilderness for 

us is the fear that God has forsaken us if God existed at all. 

 

Out of such a moment Jesus cries out from the Cross, "My God, My God! Why hast thou forsaken 

me?" As Christ speaks those words he too is in the wilderness, of despair, of a sense of 

abandonment. He speaks them when all is lost. He speaks them when all he can hear is the croak of 

his own voice and when as far as even he can see there is no God to hear him. And yet, and yet in a 

way his words are a love song, the greatest love song of them all. In away they are the words we all 

of us must speak before we know what it is to love God as we are commanded to love God. 

 

My God, My God, though God is not there for him to see or hear (he feels utterly forsaken) Jesus 

calls on God still, because he can do no other. Not even the cross, not even death, not even the 

worst life can throw at him can destroy his love for God. Not even God can destroy his love for 

God, because the love he loves God with is God's love empowering him to love in return with all 

his heart, when his heart is all but broken. That is the love that is held up before us at the heart of 

Christianity, on the Cross as we see love lifted up, upon a cross, with arms outstretched, 

outstretched to all the world. Seeking to draw all things, all people to Godself and to hold them 

forever safe in God's embrace. That is the love that you and I are called to move toward, both 

through the wilderness times and through times when we catch glimpses and hear whispers from 

beyond the wilderness. Nobody ever claimed the journey was going to be an easy one. It is not easy 

to love God with all your heart and soul and might when much of the time you have all but 

forgotten God's name. But to love God is not a goal we have to struggle toward on our own, 

because what at its heart the Gospel is all about is that God moves us toward that goal even when 

we believe God has forsaken us. 

 

The final secret that the death and resurrection of Jesus reveals to us is that the words “You shall 

love the Lord your God", become in the end less a command than a promise. A statement of fact in 
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faith, "Have no doubt you shall, you will love the Lord your God. The promise is that Yes on the 

weary feet of faith and the fragile wings of hope we will come to love God at last as from the first 

he has loved us, loved us even in the wilderness, especially in the wilderness, because God has been 

in the wilderness with us and for us. God has been acquainted with our grief (as the prophet Isaiah 

reminds us), 

 

And so, loving God we will come at last to truly love each other too. The call to love in 

Deuteronomy continues with these words. "And these words which I command you this day shall 

be upon your heart and you shall teach them diligently to your children and you shall talk of them 

when you sit in your house and when you walk by the way and when you rise." And rise we shall, 

out of the wilderness, out of the times of despair, confusion and alienation of our lives , every last 

one of us, even as out of the wilderness of Good Friday and death and the tomb Christ rose before 

us. That is the promise and the greatest of all promises, sealed by God's greatest act of love in 

coming amongst us in Jesus the Christ, crucified and risen. Blessed be God! 

 

______________________________________ 


