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Smile
A Pent 19--Matt 22:34-46


	Here's a scenario I'd be willing to bet you have never considered.  Let's say our ushers passed out pens as you came in to worship instructing half of you to hold the ends of the pens between your teeth, without touching your lips to them, during my sermon.  (See, I told you you'd never considered this!)  And let's say they told the other half of you to hold the ends of the pens in your lips without biting on them during the sermon.  For one thing, I would have a very entertaining time preaching to you that day.  But more importantly, the half of you holding the pens in your teeth would enjoy the sermon more then the half of you holding the pens in your lips.  
	That's right.  On average, teeth-holders would find the jokes more funny and the delivery and content more pleasing then lip-holders.  Why?  Because the faces of teeth-holders would be forced into an expression like a smile, whereas the faces of lip-holders would more closely resemble a frown.  I'm not kidding.  Psychologists have done studies showing this effect.  As much as we think our emotions lead and our expressions and behaviors follow, it is apparently also the case that our emotions take their cues from our expressions and behaviors.  Stretch our mouths upward, even if only to hold a pen in our teeth, and we feel happier.
	Which brings me to our gospel reading today.  In it, Jesus summarizes the law of the Hebrew Bible in two commandments: "You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind," and "You shall love your neighbor as yourself."  "On these two commandments," Jesus tells us, "hang all the law and the prophets."  
	Now as western, 21st century Christians, when we hear this word "love" we tend to think of it primarily as an emotion, a feeling which wells up from a place in us over which we have no control.  Our wills are essentially passive in the experience of this love.  But in Greek, agape, the word used here and in most instances in the New Testament, is a word that implies something more active and behavioral than the emotion we call love.  In his online commentary on this passage, Professor Clayton Schmit notes that "chiefly, [this word] refers to what can be called loving-kindness. It is not passive emotion, but active mercy. It is marked by patience and generosity, again, both acts generated by the one who loves.  In short, loving is a choice, not a feeling."[endnoteRef:1]  Loving is a choice not a feeling.  We act loving.  We perform love, just as when we hold a pen between our teeth we perform a smile.  And with any luck, as with the pen, the corresponding feelings follow. [1:  Clayton Schmit, "Commentary on Matthew 22:34-46," found at the online site Working Preacher at http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?lect_date=10/23/2011.] 

	So the two greatest commandments do not call on us to sit around trying to conjure up an emotion inside ourselves.  What an exercise in frustration that could be!  Instead, these commandments take a behavioral approach to the love that Jesus has come to spread.  To love God with all our heart, soul, and mind is to commit ourselves to following God's will as we would a beloved parent or teacher.  And if we are not sure what that will is, Jesus would probably advise us to start with the ten commandments and the rest of the law of Moses.  Likewise, to love our neighbors as ourselves is to behave as if we hold strangers with the same respect and affection that we extend to our close friends and family. 
	Now, this is not as easy as it sounds.  I think I've mentioned before that the year after I graduated from college, I worked in a group home for emotionally disturbed boys.  Coming from my sheltered, suburban background this was a real adjustment.  These kids had experienced very abusive and challenging home lives and could become violently angry.  In fact, the year I was there a fellow staff person who was much more seasoned than I got his Achilles heel severed when a boy pushed a television console over onto his leg in a fit of rage.  So needless to say, the job intimidated me.  I remember for at least the first three months my stomach would twist up like a wet washcloth before I went in for my shift.  And there was one kid there who had what I guess you would call a natural instinct for my emotional jugular.  He'd stare at me stonily with his cool, green eyes and tell me that he hated me.  "I hate you," he'd say, right out of the blue, a propos of nothing.  
	When I told my supervisor about it, he said, "Why don't you just say, 'Well, that's too bad, because I sort of like you.'"  I thought about that for a while.  It's not what I wanted to say.  What I wanted to say was, "Yeah, well you're not exactly winning my undying affection either, buddy."  But I figured that wasn't very professional, or likely to help the situation much.  So I took my supervisor's advice.  I acted as if I loved that kid.  I held the pen of his hostility between my teeth and smiled around it.  And sure enough, slowly over time his attitude began to thaw.  He involved me in his conversations more and began to give me more respect.  I knew a shift had been achieved one night when I was doing lights out with the kids and he asked me to rub his back for a minute before he went to sleep.
	Did I feel love for that boy?  Love, the emotion?  I wouldn't say that.  But I did begin to understand something about loving-kindness, agape love, which is not passive emotion but active mercy, marked by patience and generosity, a commitment, a choice more than it is a feeling.
	Amen.
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