PAGE  
3

Our Craving for Simplicity 

Charles W. Allen

Christian Theological Seminary, Indianapolis

Proper 25, 1987

Matthew 22:34-46 


But when the Pharisees heard that he had silenced the Sadducees, they came together.  And one of them, a lawyer, asked him a question, to test him.  "Teacher, which is the great commandment in the law?"  And he said to him, "You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.  This is the great and first commandment.  And a second is like it, You shall love your neighbor as your​self.  On these two commandments depend all the law and the prophets."  


Now while the Pharisees were gathered together, Jesus asked them a question, saying, "What do you think of the Christ?  Whose son is he?"  They said to him, "The son of David."  He said to them, "How is it then that David, inspired by the Spirit, calls him Lord, saying, 'The Lord said to my Lord, Sit at my right hand, till I put thy enemies under thy feet'?  If David thus calls him Lord, how is he his son?"  And no one was able to answer him a word, nor from that day did any one dare to ask him any more questions.


Matthew didn't even try to be fair to this lawyer, but what the man's real motives were doesn't much matter.  His question was still fair enough: What is the great command​ment?  What is the one commandment that links all the other 613 into a sensible pattern?  We're in no position to object‑-we ask ques​tions like this all the time.  We all have a fundamental craving for simplicity.  It animates scientific breakthroughs and religious reforms alike.  It's a craving for something to bring sense to our otherwise confusing lives.  And don't think our lives today are any less confusing than they ever were.  Each day you can be pulled in so many directions you wonder how you're still the same person.  You're constantly running into friends, colleagues, parishioners, family members, not to mention your​self, and everybody you meet expects different things from you.  Should you spend today writing a fiery letter to Ronald Reagan?  Working on your next paper?  Your next sermon?  Visiting the hospital?  Should you work on improving your teaching or on adding to your list of publica​tions?  The problem is, these choices are all admirable, but they're already enough to send anybody reeling.  And think about what our education does for us‑-among other things it multiplies the ways we can name the world and ourselves.  That's hardly a remedy for anxiety.  It leaves us wondering if we should talk about stealing as a wrong that needs repentance or as an illness that needs treat​ment.  If you say both descriptions are all right‑-and you'd better‑-you still aren't off the hook.  You still have to decide how far to take each of them and what to do if they conflict‑-which they do, sometimes.  We all want choices, but a world where even so-called facts rest on our choices is a world haunted by chaos.  We can't blame anybody for wanting to bring some sense to it.  So the lawyer's question hasn't disap​peared.  It's only gotten more urgent.  Is there a unifying principle to order our confusion?  Can any answer satisfy our craving for simplic​ity?


Maybe you think Jesus' answer satisfies.  That all depends.  Maybe our craving for simplicity could do with a little stretching first.  We ask for one unifying principle and instead Jesus gives us two.  Love God with yourself; Love your neighbor as yourself.  One comes first, the other second, but they're both put side by side.  They're not exactly the same, but they're not completely dif​ferent either.  So Jesus answers our craving for simplicity with, of all things, a puzzle.  Maybe we expected as much from him, but it's still a little perplexing.  We're already puzzled enough, aren't we, so what do we need with another puzzle?  Keep this in mind, though: puzzles aren't always problems to be solved.  Sometimes they carry their own solutions.  What do we need with another puzzle here?  Well plenty, because our craving for simplicity keeps leaping for simplistic answers.  People clamor for our public schools to return to teaching "Judeo-Christian values" (whatever those are), while others bright enough to see through that hypocrisy keep insisting just as one-sidedly that religion and politics should never mix.  These are simplistic answers to complex problems.  Jesus' answer hints at simplicity, but it's too puzzling to be simplis​tic.  It won't let us collapse loving our neighbor into our personal prayer life, and it won't let us plunge into neighbor love and forget about worshiping God.  Love of God and neighbor can neither be confused nor separated.  Not that they can't pull you in dif​ferent directions.  They certainly can and do almost all the time.  But Jesus hints that it's precisely when we're stretched both ways that we'll find the only unity that can satisfy us in this world‑-and maybe in the next.


While we're still turning this over in our minds, Jesus moves the discussion to a different level.  You may even think he's changed the subject, but don't be too sure.  You know, bumper stickers all over the country proclaim "Christ is the answer."  Their owners would surely say that here is where our craving for simplicity comes to rest‑-not in principles but a person.  Now I don't know how we can call ourselves Christians without confes​sing something like this, but sometimes it's hard to tell if our confession is simple or simplistic.  There are people these days who view themselves as the last defenders of the true faith, and the ironic thing is they would have been driven out of the early church councils.  The founder of Campus Crusade once described Jesus as "God in a bod."  Well someone should tell him that even people labeled heretics could do better than that.  When the early church began reflecting on their experience with the Risen Christ, they came to the conviction that Jesus' life among his disci​ples was no less than God's own life among them, and that the life he now lives‑-still among us‑-is at the very center of everything God has done and will do.  There's a simplicity in that conviction that makes "God in a bod" a travesty.  But I'm dwelling on a pet peeve.  Today's lesson isn't going to tell us whose Chris​tology is more orthodox.  Jesus doesn't propose any doctrinal formula here.  He doesn't even deny that the Christ is David's son.  (Remember, Matthew agreed with the Pharisees on that point.)  If anything Jesus makes us wonder instead whether any doctrinal formula could capture who he really is.  That would have rung true in the early church and still rings true today: compared with the life we all share together in Christ, even the most crucial formulas fall short.  Jesus' question doesn't really change the subject at all.  He hasn't forgotten about our craving for simplicity, or about how quickly we leap to simplis​tic solutions.  So to the puzzle of a bifocal love he adds the puzzle of his own life among us.  


Both these puzzles add up to only one, of course.  The God of Israel and of Jesus Christ is the central puzzle, and until our craving for simplicity comes to terms with this God it will always sell us short.  We'd keep looking instead for a God whose unity can't allow any diversity to intrude.  And then we'd try to follow this God's example and start shutting out anybody who's dif​ferent from us.  Eventually we'd even have to turn "us" into "me," and then even God would wind up on the outside.  We'd be left with a world of private individuals shoving each other around, plus one giant individual who shoves harder than the rest of us.  That's not Jewish or Christian monotheism.  For us God's simplicity is not simplistic.  Our faith knows no other God than God-with-us, the God who not only loves but who is Love.  If you'll excuse the al​literation, for us God's unity only comes by way of community, or to change the emphasis only slightly, God's unity comes by way of communion.  Only a communal God could have done what Christians say took place in Jesus of Nazareth, and only a communal God could make possible the life we share together in Christ.  And because God-with-us doesn't shut out real differences, Christians and Jews can begin to see past earlier misunderstandings and find in each other's living traditions a strangely faithful witness, even as they challenge each other to be more faithful yet.  Certainly there is no room here for religious bigotry, but there's plenty of room to spare for disagreement linked in God's common life.  God-with-us is certainly greater than we can imagine, but somehow simpler too, because this God comes closer to us than we can to ourselves.  


And this is where our craving for simplicity finally comes to an end‑-and a new beginning.  It's certainly more than the lawyer bargained for and more than we bargained for too.  And so it always will be.  But it's not more than we can face.  We have God-with-us, and because we do, we also have each other.  Amen. 
