
Thirtieth Sunday in Ordinary time 
For much of this year we have been living with a whole 
new range of laws to govern how we relate to one 
another. We have had laws about how many people 
could gather in one place. We have had laws that had 
restricted our freedom to travel beyond state borders or 
internationally. We have probably thought that many of 
the new laws that we have been asked to follow have 
been unnecessary. We have needed to remind ourselves 
often why we were doing what we were doing. I wonder 
what would have happened if there were no new laws to 
protect us from the spread of Covid 19 and every 
individual had to decide for themselves how they should 
act. 
 
The people of Israel had many laws to govern them. 
Those laws not only described how they were to relate to 
God, but also how they were to relate to one another. By 
the time of Jesus there were some 613 different laws that 
the faithful people of Israel needed to obey. It was not 
surprising then that many people were trying to sort out 
which laws were more important than others. It was not 
surprising that one of the Pharisees asked Jesus the 
question, “Master, which is the greatest commandment 
of the Law?” 
 
As we listen to this question in Matthew’s gospel, we 
notice that it is asked in the context of the opposition that 

the Jewish leaders had with Jesus. But as Jesus so often 
does, he moves beyond any controversy to describe the 
heart of the Jewish Law. “You must love the Lord your 
God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all 
your mind. This is the greatest and the first 
commandment.” Jesus was not saying anything new. He 
was quoting something from the Book of Deuteronomy 
that the devout Jew recited three times a day. It was 
written on a piece of parchment inside a box that was 
worn on the forehead of the devout Jew. 
 
But not everybody would have linked that 
commandment with what Jesus went on to say. “The 
second resembles it: you must love your neighbour as 
yourself.” Again, Jesus was not saying anything new. He 
was quoting from the Book of Leviticus. What Jesus had 
to do at another time was to expand his hearers’ vision of 
who their neighbours were. I suspect that you and I still 
struggle with that. We all like to draw a line around 
those we are called to love. 
 
We notice that Jesus says that the law to love our 
neighbour as ourselves resembles the law to love God 
with all of our being. In other parts of the New 
Testament, especially in the letters of St. John and St. 
James, it is made very clear that we cannot choose to 
love God or love our neighbour. We cannot do one 
without the other.  



 
When we look again at the Gospel, we notice that Jesus 
has added. “On these two commandments hang the 
whole Law and the Prophets also.” We need to be 
careful how we interpret that. If we look first at the 
community for which Matthew wrote his gospel, we find 
that they were mainly Jewish people who had become 
Christians. For as long as they could they continued to 
worship in the Temple and in their local synagogues. 
They continued to live by the Jewish Law that had been 
handed down to them. What Jesus and Matthew are 
saying to them was not to abandon the Law, but to keep 
grounding the Law in their love of God and love of 
neighbour. Everything they did needed to be in tune with 
those two commandments. They needed to keep asking 
themselves why they were doing what they were doing. 
Is it to show my love for God? Is it to put into practice 
the love I have for my neighbour? 
 
I think this is what you and I can also draw from this 
gospel. It is easy to think that Jesus simplified everything 
and told us that it was enough just to love everybody. 
We don’t have to worry about any laws. But is that really 
what Jesus said? He certainly did spend quite a bit of 
time criticising those who used the Law to avoid their 
responsibility to love. But he knows that loving is not 
just thinking nice thoughts about others. Loving is not 
something we do in the abstract. Loving is putting the 

other person first and choosing to do things that make 
that happen, no matter what it may cost us. This is not 
the same as blindly following a set of laws that we have 
inherited. It is not the same as using laws to make life 
easier for ourselves. It is not the same as obeying the 
Coved Safe laws only to protect ourselves. 
 
Pope Francis continues to challenge us by what he says 
and does. In his Encyclical Fratelli Tutti he reflects at 
length upon the parable of the Good Samaritan. In 
paragraph 67 he writes, “The parable eloquently presents 
the basic decision we need to make in order to rebuild 
our wounded world. In the face of so much pain and 
suffering, our only course is to imitate the Good 
Samaritan. Any other decision would make us either one 
of the robbers or one of those who walked by without 
showing compassion for the man on the roadside. The 
parable shows us how a community can be rebuilt by 
men and women who identify with the vulnerability of 
others, who reject the creation of a society of exclusion, 
and act instead as neighbours, lifting up and 
rehabilitating the fallen for the sake of the common 
good. At the same time, it warns us about the attitude of 
those who think only of themselves and fail to shoulder 
the inevitable responsibilities of life as it is.” 
 


