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A few weeks ago, one of our little girls came up to me after Mass with a gift of a watercolor painting she made for me.  It was so simple and beautiful in that it only had a big heart painted in bright pink that took up the whole paper.  When she handed it to me she said “this is how much God loves you and I do too.”  After a big hug from her I went home and hung it on my refrigerator like I do other drawings from the children.  It got two interesting comments from family and friends who saw it there.  When my 15-year-old nephew teased me about getting these kinds of love-gifts from girls in the parish, I told him and his teenage mind, “I keep telling you that the priesthood has a lot of fringe benefits!”  And when my cardiologist friend was over and I explained the painting as a big heart of love given to me, he said with great wisdom, “This is what I need in my office.  A heart that practices love is the best medicine I could ever prescribe.” 

I had never really thought about LOVE as a preventative medicine before, but for a cardiologist to admit that love is good for the heart, raises the virtue of love beyond a ‘sweet word’ in the bible or a saccharine statement from a sexy television show.  To practice being a more loving person can actually strengthen our heart and expand it in ways we never thought our heart could function.  To offer forgiving love to someone who has hurt our feelings, or try and love someone we have put into a stereotype, can be as healthy for our heart as a physical exercise program.  I believe that love can actually expand the heart and challenge the body to go beyond what we thought was capable. 

While he was no heart doctor, Jesus knew a lot about the human heart.  Through his own human experience he discovered that the heart is at the core of many problems between people… and their relationship with God.  Jesus’ own heart was tested to love people who rejected him, despised him, and even those that wanted to kill him.  When he was asked about which of the 600+ laws of the Torah were the most important ones, he targets two of them that can only be practiced by one’s heart…loving God and loving others.  Since we hear this commandment to love God and others so many times in the Scriptures, I think we need to take a closer look at it lest our ears write it off as ‘the same old message.’ 

We are born incomplete human beings, and the only way to become complete and whole is by loving…and allowing ourselves to BE loved!  The human heart cries out for love, and if love is denied it, its owner will develop into a wounded, bitter person.  We can see this ‘lack of love’ in some people who are difficult to deal with…and sometimes within our self! 

On the other side of the coin, when someone is good at giving and receiving love, he or she has a heart that is OPEN to love… and is thus very enjoyable to be around, ready to forgive others’ faults, and sees the goodness in other people.  We know that love is one of the most difficult tasks in the world because it makes such strong demands on us.  For some, that difficult demand is to love him or herself.  For others the difficulty is to love others as much as they love them self. 

To “love God with all our heart” is to have God as our center: the center of our thoughts, feelings and actions.  The way we know that we are living Jesus' commandment of total dedication to God, is to make that love visible in our love for others.  This is the ‘connection’ Jesus is trying to make: Love of God = love of others and self.  Jesus' own example shows us what he meant by “neighbor.”  Besides his disciples and friends, ‘neighbor’ for Jesus included the least likely, the overlooked, the vulnerable and the people who are usually described in stereotypes.  
A lot has changed since Jesus' time.  He never talked about abortion, the earth's warming, in vitro fertilization or the ethical use of the internet.  Instead, he left us a very basic teaching on LOVE that throughout the centuries would stand as a core guide for us in addressing the issues of our own day, and many more as they arise.  
Jesus’ great commandment of love is so simple…and yet it challenges us to return to the basics of our Christian faith and re-look at our priorities to make sure that LOVE is our guiding rule in life.  When we look our life as STEWARDS of all God’s gifts, the commandment to keep God at our center needs to steer us in the way we use those gifts.  Whenever we may notice that our heart has started to become ‘hardened’ or judgmental toward others, it is usually a sign that our quiet prayer time with God has been lacking since prayer always softens the heart. 

The Eucharist, God’s ultimate gift of his son Jesus, expands our heart to love others as much as God loves us.
