
31st Ordinary Time 

The Gospel of Mark 12: 28b-34 

 Reflecting on the horrific massacre inside the Pittsburgh Tree of Life Synagogue last week, I was 

haunted by how one could become so hateful as to murder innocents while they are in worship. Robert 

Bowers murdered 11 people, wounding several others including police officers in the line of duty. He was filled 

with hate for Jewish people. This hate was fed and nourished from several websites dedicated to building hate 

for Jewish people. 

We have seen other such examples quite recently in our nation’s history. Dylann Roof, the young man 

who murdered 9 black Americans praying in a South Carolina Christian church in 2015, did so because he 

hated blacks and wished to ignite a race war in our nation. Several weeks after killing the nine, Roof wrote to a 

reporter, “I would like to make it crystal clear, I do not regret what I did, I am not sorry. I have not shed a tear 

for the innocent people I killed.” 

This was followed by the even greater massacre of 49 dead and 53 wounded in an Orlando, Florida gay 

nightclub in 2016. The shooter, Omar Mateen, apparently devoted to an Islamic terrorist organization, singled 

out this nightclub because of his hatred for people who are gay. Mateen committed suicide in a gun battle 

with police.  

This homily distinguishes these three shootings from all the others because they were directed at 

particular groups of people, and not just anyone who happened to be in the path of bullets sprayed from 

powerful weapons at a particular place, such as a concert in Las Vegas. These shootings manifest some of the 

dark social sins of our nation. These particular sins are racism, anti-Semitism, and homophobia.  

It is important to reflect on these three shootings, because they do not stand apart from our society 

but are fed by other lesser crimes of: discrimination, harassment, physical assault, public ridicule, vandalism of 

property and cemeteries, and even jokes considered benign which in fact are corrosive of human dignity. 

Though “lesser” in crime, they flow from the same sin of hate that attacks human dignity and peace.  

It is also important to realize we have made huge advances addressing all three of these and other 

social sins over the last several decades. But these sins have a resilience about them and have reared their 

ugly heads in dramatic ways over the last few years. We have no right to be complacent about their presence 

in our society and our own lives. 

In the Gospel, a scribe, sincerely desiring to know and love God, asks Jesus which commandment is the 

greatest. For Jesus, “love” is significantly more than feelings of attraction or desire and moves to the 

Covenant; the central event where God establishes a relationship with Israel. In the Covenant, God’s love for 

Israel is steadfast, committed, unconditional, and unearned. It is a free offering and gift creating bonds of 

affection, care, compassion, desire, and resilience.  

 It is a love that endures even when Israel is unfaithful and turns away from God’s love. It is a love that 

endures even when Israel feels abandoned by God, when tragedy strikes despite Israel’s fidelity. The prophets 

and psalms proclaim Israel’s infidelity meeting God’s unflinching love. But, prophets and psalms also protest 

tragedy and apparent divine absence when Israel was faithful and true to the Covenant.  

Ultimately, this was the love Jesus manifested from the cross. Rejected and condemned by Temple 

authorities; sentenced and tortured by Roman authorities, abandoned by his disciples, Jesus experienced this 

as desolation and a distancing of God the Father. Yet, from the cross, he continued to love faithfully with 

steadfast love. His continued love for the Father in heaven is completed with his death. His love for all people 



is manifested in his solidarity with all rejected, despised and suffering. This is the love we are called to have for 

God and for each other. 

Jesus connects a second commandment to the first with a call to love one’s neighbor as yourself. 

Scripture scholar Fr. John Donahue, SJ, writes that in first century Israel, to love the neighbor “as yourself” 

meant to love the neighbor as though that neighbor was you. The faithful scribe, receiving this teaching from 

Jesus, then repeats back what he heard as bonding the two commandments into one, inseparable and 

unbreakable. This brings affirmation from Our Lord that the scribe is “not far from the Kingdom of God”.  

(Here I digressed and compared the choice of doctors who are Jewish caring for Robert Bowers, 

wounded and rushed to the hospital, after massacring Jews in their own synagogue. That was compared with 

the restaurant owners refusing service to the White House press secretary and her family because they 

disagreed with the President’s policies. They were required to leave. Which comes closer to loving “your 

neighbor as yourself”. Which choice do we need to bring healing to our nation?) 

Friday night, I joined hundreds of other gentiles and non-practicing Jews for the Sabbath service at 

Temple Beth El in Augusta. For a service usually drawing 10-15 congregants, this was a dramatic show of 

support and solidarity for our Jewish brothers and sisters. Rabbi Erica Asch reminded us that while this 

gathering was immensely important and consoling, if we believe that showing up this evening is all we need to 

do, we have missed the point. 

In words far more eloquent than recorded here, Rabbi Erica told us we need to stand up to all bullying 

and harassing we witness. We need to speak out when jokes feed cycles that diminish human dignity. We 

need to address attitudes and stereotypes we hear in classrooms, lunchrooms, or in the vestibules of our 

places of worship. We need to be aware of the hatred, lies, and violence present on so many websites 

promoting white supremacy, anti-Semitism, fear of Muslims, and hatred of people who are gay or 

transgendered. We need to be able to respond to our young people if they are reading from them or 

influenced by them. 

 If Fr. Donahue is right about love of neighbor, then we need to be concerned for “the other” as though 

we were black, or we were Jewish, or we were gay, or we were whoever is being harassed, rejected, despised 

or bullied. That will be manifested as our love for our neighbor and love for our self. It may cost us mightily but 

this is the true price of real love. It is the cross made real in our own life when Jesus loved with a steadfast love 

come what may. 

“We can take the neighbor out of religion and say the important thing is to serve God. But for Jesus, 

God and neighbor are inseparable. It is not possible to love God and disregard the neighbor. There is no sacred 

space in which we can be alone with God while ignoring the existence of others. It is not possible to worship 

God in the depths of the soul and forget those who suffer.” Fr. Jose Pagola (author of Scripture commentaries) 

“The unbreakable bond between love of God and love of neighbour is emphasized. One is so closely 

connected to the other that to say that we love God becomes a lie if we are closed to our neighbour or hate 

him altogether. . love of neighbour is a path that leads to the encounter with God, and that closing our eyes to 

our neighbour also blinds us to God.”  Pope Benedict XVI Deus Caritas Est #16 

 


