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Right around the time of Jesus both, there were two great Jewish scholars living in Jerusalem.  One was Rabbi Shammai and Rabbi Hillel.  References to them can be found in the Talmud of Jerusalem, a collection of religious sayings and thought which has shaped much of Jewish religious thought up to today.  There is a story about them in the Talmud. that a “gentile came to Shammai saying that he would convert to Judaism if Shammai could teach him the whole Torah in the time that he could stand on one foot. Shammai drove him away with a builder's measuring stick! Hillel, on the other hand, converted the gentile by telling him, "That which is hateful to you, do not do to your neighbor. That is the whole Torah; the rest is commentary. Go and study it." (jewfaq.org) 

I think it is very likely that if Jesus didn’t know these two scholars, he certainly would know their work.  The Talmud wasn’t written until the early third century, but I’m sure there was a great oral tradition of these men’s sayings.  In my imagination, I can see Jesus in the temple when he was 12 talking to the assembled teachers, and although there’s no reason to think they were there, there’s no reason to think that they weren’t.
One of the things that Jesus was real good at doing was to take a common phrase or image and altering it just enough that the old was still visible, but a new meaning had been appropriated.  Remember when Jesus told the disciples that although it was written an eye for an eye, that Christians were to turn the other cheek?  That’s an example of Jesus turning the familiar into something totally new.

If a Pharisee had asked Jesus what the most important commandment was, the Pharisee was almost certainly thinking about Hillel.  And Jesus touched on Hillel and took it even further.  The old saying, “that which is hateful to you, do not do to your neighbor.” To Hillel summed up the torah, the law, the first five books of the bible.  Jesus said to love God and to love your neighbor.  I’m sure that Hillel assumed the loving God part.  But Hillel said, basically, do to others what you would have them do to you, the Golden Rule.

Jesus said to not only treat the person as you would like to be treated, we are to love others as though they were us.  And not only did this complete the Torah, but all of the Hebrew Bible.

I don’t want to get too “teachy”, but this is cool.  Remember the Transfiguration?  Jesus is on the mountain with his inner circle and Elijah and Moses show up.  Then when Peter opens his mouth, Moses (the traditional author of the law) and Elijah (the dean of all the prophets) disappear.  This is often interpreted as showing that in Jesus, all the law and the prophets are completed.
Love God, love neighbor summarizes all of Hebrew scripture and Jesus completes the work of the law giver and the archetype prophet.  This can’t be coincidence.  

This story, in a little different form, is found in both Mark and Luke.  In Luke, a man asks what he needs to be saved and the answer is this summary of the law.  The man then asks who his neighbor is and we get the parable of the Good Samaritan.  In Mark the one asking the question is told that the kingdom is very near.  In Matthew, Jesus continues by asking what the Pharisees thought about the Messiah.  

I think we’re getting pretty close to the climax of the story.  When the Messiah comes, all that is written in scripture comes to pass.  Jesus is the Messiah.  He is what it means to love God and love neighbor.  He is the very essence of what it means to be a child of God.  A perfect blending of love for the Creator and love for the created.  In Luke, doing this, loving God and neighbor brings the kingdom very close.  And it does for the one talking is, in fact, the gateway to the kingdom.
You want to know the meaning of Jesus?  Well, it’s a lot more complex than this, but if we love God with all our heart and soul and mind and we love our neighbors as ourselves, we are living a glimpse of the Kingdom of God.  Jesus stands near us as the gateway to eternity.  The closer we come to the ideal of loving God and neighbor with all that we have, all that we do and all that we are, the closer we come to God.

I’m not saying that acting nice gets us into heaven.  I’m saying that as our nature, our character becomes more filled with love we become more like the love of God which is Jesus, His son.

Follow me here a second.  In the marriage service, as the ring is slipped on the beloved’s finger, the giver says, “with all that I am and all that I have, I honor you”.  Paul tells us that the love between a husband and wife is the best model of the love that God has for us through His Son.
So when we say that we will give God all that we have and all that are, we honor him, and in our imperfect way, we pledge to love him as Christ loves us.  That’s a pretty tall order.

It’s hard to love God when there are evil things happening on earth.  It’s hard to love God like that if we watch someone in our family in agony.  It’s hard to love God like that when we see too many of his followers doing evil in his name.

But then again, it’s not so very hard to love God like he loves us when we see a perfect sunset, a newborn child, a family reconciled, the lame walk.  Yes it’s easy to love God with all that we have and all that we are when things are going our way.

Our challenge is to love God in the times we can’t see him.  And God knows it’s hard.  He had to watch his son be tortured and killed, yet God even loves his executioners.

And if that’s not hard enough, we are to love our neighbors as our selves.  That’s tough, in part because too many of us don’t love ourselves very much, while others make up for it by loving themselves enough for several of us.  And of course, Matthew doesn’t tell us who our neighbors are.  Luke does with that parable.

But a faithful Jew would know the answer to that.  Jewish tradition always included caring for the sojourner, the stranger in our midst.  Neighbor is a very broad category.

We’ve lost some of that.  You hear people decrying the loss of that neighborly feeling.  We drive into our garages with an automatic door opener so we don’t have to get out of the car.  We stay inside our air conditioned homes.  When we do venture out side, its to our screened in porch in our backyards surrounded by 8 foot privacy fences.  Some neighbor hoods put up gates and guard shacks to make sure only the right neighbors get in.
As Jesus expanded the idea of how to love, he would also have extended the concept of neighbor to include all with whom we come into contact.

But Jesus, I don’t like the family down the street.  They have unruly dogs that mess up my lawn.  Is someone my neighbor if I don’t want them to be?  Right.

If we are to love God with all our hearts, mind and souls we have to join our love to all whom God loves.  That’s the nature of the relationship between God and God’s created.  So yes, the owners of that great Dane is your neighbor.  So is someone who lives outside the fence of our community.  So is the guy who lives in the woods.

Jesus says in the parable of the Good Shepherd that our neighbor is any one who needs us, or who’s help we need.  There’s a sense of interdependence forming here.  I guess our neighbor is everyone with whom we have a relationship.  And in God, we are all related.

A lot of love being asked of us.  But we love because we, first, were loved.  Love died, bleeding on a tree of shame and rose again from behind a rock.  We are loved with a love that knows no limits.  

If we can give that love back to the broken and the lost, we will be very close to the kingdom of God.

Rabbi Shammai was an engineer, known for the strictness of his views. The Talmud tells 

