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EXTRAVAGANT GENEROSITY: THE HEART OF GIVING
The Art of Love: Relationships Are Matters of the Heart

Deuteronomy 6:4-9 & John 13:31-35

Last week I told you about a survey completed by our denomination at the end of 2010, and 
how it reports that the income in three of every five congregations has declined in the wake of the 
economic crisis that began in late 2007.  It went on to say that the majority of PC(USA) congregations 
have felt the impact of the economic crisis in the form of less money available from investments and 
savings accounts, less money available for mission and benevolence, more requests for cash assistance, 
more unemployment among church members, a staff salary reduction or a salary freeze, and 
challenges for capital campaigns and building programs.  And I also shared with you that in the 
spring of 2011, 24% of Presbyterian ministers describe their congregations financial situation as 
“serious” and 47% describe it as “tight, but we manage.”  I stated that the latter is where we find 
ourselves, but if our current trend continues ... we may be moving into the former.

I concluded my opening statements with the question: We have a great location and great 
facilities to do mission and ministry right here where God has placed us, but will we have the money
necessary to continue that high quality of mission and ministry we are accustomed to, or will there be 
additional cuts ... to programming, to missions and yes, even to staff?


Do you like Country music?  Sometimes the songs are called “somebody-done-somebody-

wrong songs.”  You might have heard the joke that if you play a country song backwards ... “You get 
back your house back, you get your truck back, you get your dog back, you get yer girl back and life 
is good.”  There’s another one I liked.  Maybe you’ve heard it?  It was a popular country song last 
year by Jaron & The Long Road To Love – “Pray For You”?  Listen to these words:

I haven’t been to church since I don’t remember when.
Things were going great ‘til they fell apart again.
So I listened to the preacher as he told me what to do.
He said you can’t go hating others who have done wrong to you.
Sometimes we get angry, but we must not condemn.
Let the good Lord do His job and you just pray for them.

And then the chorus ... are you ready?
I pray your brakes go out running down a hill;
I pray a flowerpot falls from a window sill 

and knocks you in the head like I’d like to.
I pray your birthday comes and nobody calls;
I pray you’re flying high when your engine stalls;
I pray all your dreams never come true.
Just know wherever you are honey, I pray for you.

Well, maybe country music lyrics are popular in our culture because they recognize our 
difficulties with relationships, but they also speak from the cynical or negative aspects of our culture.  
In his letter to the church at Philippi, Paul encouraged the church by writing: “Finally, beloved, 
whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, 
whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about 
these things” (Philippians 4:8).  But our cynical culture makes it hard to focus on “these things,” doesn’t 
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it?  Sometimes, even the church struggles to shift focus from the cynical and negative.  That’s why we 
began a journey last week to consider matters of the heart.


The title of the sermon this week is The Art of Love: Relationships Are Matters of the Heart. And 

so, today’s focus in our four week series ... Extravagant Generosity: The Heart of Giving ... is on 
celebrating those we love and their positive influence in our lives.  

Our lessons today are two of the most important in all of the Bible.  From the great Shema
[shuh-mah] of the Torah in Deuteronomy to the teaching of Jesus found in John 13, this focus on loving 
relationship is at the root of the scriptural values of our faith.

The great Shema ... Deuteronomy 6:4-6.  Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord alone.  You 
shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength.  Keep 
these words that I am commanding you today in your heart.  (NRSV)

And then, Jesus’ words in John 13:34-35.  “I give you a new commandment, that you love one 
another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.  [Some translations actually 
interpret the word for “should” as “must”.  You must love one another.  And then Jesus concludes] 
By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”


We have an Old Testament scholar within our ranks here in the Presbytery of St. Augustine, 

so I decided to tap the source.  Early last week, I sent an email to our Executive Presbyter, Paul 
Hooker, and asked him if he could share a paragraph or two on something of the importance in 
Jewish tradition of the Shema, the prayer all Jews say twice a day, in the morning and before they 
go to bed.  Here’s some of what Dr. Hooker had to say:

“Hear O Israel, the LORD is our God; the LORD alone.” 

The Shema is so named for the first word of the sentence, “Shema,” which is the 
Hebrew word for “hear.” It’s interesting to me that the statement that serves the same 
function for Jews, as does the Lord’s Prayer or the Apostle’s Creed serves for Christians,
begins with a command to listen. It says something about the orientation of the life of 
faith: that we start by hearing what God and the faith community has to say.

The text of the Shema is a statement about the oneness of God. In the context 
of the ancient Israelites who wrote these words, the oneness of God was anything but 
clear. Surrounding communities worshipped a wide array of deities, and the task of 
avoiding offense and currying divine favor was an endless and occasionally 
contradictory one. People of the ancient world feared the capriciousness of deity, felt 
themselves to be pawns in the competition of the gods. Listening to the cacophony of 
divine demands was exhausting and confusing.

It bears observing that the competition of divine voices is not confined to the 
ancient past. The blandishments of commercialism, the siren call of addiction, the 
passion of political conviction, and the seduction of financial success all would claim 
our loyalty and distract us from faith. Visit the mall, turn on the television, drive along 
the highways lined with billboards, and listen to the cacophony of voices.

Into that cacophony the Shema speaks its word that there is but one God, and 
he is the LORD. There is only one God to whose voice we listen. There is only one God 
whose will we are to seek. There is only one God, and that is the LORD. 

We Christians believe that listening to God is standing at the foot of the cross, 
hearing God say “Love,” “Forgive,” and have “Life.” We believe that God – the crucified 
and risen God – is the one God, the only God, and the only voice to whom people of 
faith must listen. 
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“Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord alone.  You shall love the Lord your God with all your 
heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength.  Keep these words that I am commanding you 
today in your heart.”

The most basic relationship, the most important one, the one that truly matters in this life is 
contained within the words of the Shema: You shall love the Lord you God with all your heart, and 
with all your soul, and with all your strength.  But let’s be realistic ... HOW do we do that?  HOW can we 
love something we cannot see, cannot touch, and often cannot recognize?  HOW do we do that?  
Jesus understood our dilemma.  Jesus understood that we can get bogged down by all the “Things”
that are required within the law.  And Jesus understood that ultimately relationships are what 
matters and that in order to love God ... well, it is as simple as loving each other.  “I give you a new 
commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also must love one another.”

Yes, in this thing we call the Christian faith; we adhere to the teaching of the Shema in the 
context of the teaching of Jesus ... we express our love for God through our love for one another.  This 
is a clear expectation of our faith.  But do you find this difficult sometimes?


In the Bible Study class on Thursday, we talked about this when I asked the question: What 

keeps us from loving people the way God intended?  A lively discussion ensued.  The conclusion we 
agreed upon was that we are living under some pretty intense restraint of sorts ... this 
material/temporal world in which we find ourselves.  Yes, God created it all for us, but somewhere 
along the way we got sidetracked or hoodwinked into believing that love could be expressed and 
experienced through the things we possess.  We know that “money can’t buy happiness” and “the 
best things in life are fee,” but according to Joe Dominguez and Vicki Robin, in their book, Your 
Money or Your Life, our behavior tells a different story.  They write:

What do we do when we are depressed, when we are lonely, when we feel 
unloved? More often than not we buy something to make us feel better. A new outfit. A 
drink (or two). A new car. An ice cream cone. A ticket to Hawaii. A goldfish. A ticket to 
the movies. A bag of Oreos (or two).

When we want to celebrate good fortune, we buy something. A round of drinks. 
A catered wedding. A bouquet of roses. A diamond ring.

When we are bored, we buy something. A magazine. A cruise. A new game. A 
bet on the horses.

When we think there must be more to life, we buy something. A workshop. A 
self-help book. A therapist. A house in the country. A condo in the city.

None of this is wrong. It’s just what we do. We have learned to seek external 
solutions to signals from the mind, heart or soul that something is out of balance. We
try to satisfy essentially psychological and spiritual needs with consumption at a physical
level. How did this happen? (Page 22-23)

Yes, how did this happen?  Somewhere in our little twisted minds we’ve come to believe that 
the more “things” we have will help our spirits ... but that is NOT the case ... our spirits NEED love ... 
love received and love given.


You’ve seen the news over the last year.  Tornados are devastating, leaving towns and 

homes in utter ruin.  I want you to think about your home.  Think about all the possessions you 
have, things you’ve bought over the years, all the stuff that you’ve accumulated.  Now imagine a 
tornado moving through your area, hitting your home, your apartment and now everything is 
gone.  When you think about that, what are the things that are really important to you?  Everything 
is gone ... what really natters?  It’s not that beautiful bedroom suit your grandmother gave you.  I’m 
sure it’s not the clothes hanging in your closet or the car in your garage or the books in your library or
the tools out in the shed or the xbox sitting beside your widescreen TV or even the pictures from your 
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wedding.  Pictures are important, but what’s really important to you?  Your life and the lives of your 
loved ones.  Everything in this material/temporal world is expendable, but the people we love.  We 
don’t need things, but we sure need love ... to be loved and to give love.

And that’s what Jesus is telling us.  Don’t worry about all that other stuff: “I give you a new 
commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also must love one another.


As we continue this second Sunday of our stewardship focus on Extravagant Generosity, we 

do indeed realize that “Relationships are Matters of the Heart.”  And within our church family there 
are many we love.  We may not necessarily agree with everything they do or appreciate the way they 
act at times.  In your own families, are there times when your family members do things that tick 
you off and annoy you?  Sure, but you still love them.  That’s the way it is in the church.  We forgive 
and move on, for By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”

As our insert asks: Can you love without giving?  We are blessed with friends and family whom 
we dearly love.  We express our love for them in many ways.  We give of ourselves by investing time 
in the lives of those we love.  And we share in their joy and special celebrations with gifts.  Gifts.

We’re going to take just a few moments to do another Heart Report.  If you read your email 
devotional this last week, I gave you some homework.  I asked you to start thinking about the 
questions at the end.  Yes, this is a way for us to check our “spiritual pulse” again.  

Who do you love in the church?
Who has contributed to your spiritual growth?  In what ways?

Take a moment to share your answers now.....


A little boy attended Church with his Grandfather one Sunday.  Grandpa’s church had 
beautiful stained-glass windows.  Grandpa told his grandson that the windows contained pictures of 
Saint Matthew, Saint Mark, Saint Luke, Saint John, Saint Paul, and whole lot of other saints.
When he got home, the boy told Mom and Dad all about it.  Dad, wanting to be funny and a little 
curious about what his son had learned, asked him, “What is a saint?”  The boy thought for a minute 
and then replied, “A saint is a somebody that light shines through.”

I’ve always thought that was a pretty good definition of a Saint.  Who are your saints?  Who
are the people in your life who let the light of God shine through them for you to see?


Today’s focus has been on celebrating those we love and their positive influence in our lives.  I 

challenge you to consider an appropriate way to express your appreciation of these gifts of grace in 
your life.  And while you’re at it, find a way this week to say I love you to your family members as 
well.  

Next week, we will be exploring what we would most like to see happen in our church in the 
coming year.  What is your greatest hope and best vision for God’s work through this congregation?  
That’s all for next week.

But for now, in the immortal words of Frankie Valli....
Let’s hang on to what we’ve got;

Don’t let go cause we’ve got a lot;
Got a lot of love between us;
Hang on, hang on, hang on,

To what we’ve got!
(Frankie Valli  1965)

Amen and Amen.


