
 

 

 Sermon for Sunday, June 17, 2018 

 

WHAT’S IT ALL ABOUT? 

 

 Des Lee was a member of our church, and he was a character.  He made his fortune when he 

sold his company that designed and sold coat hangers—we have some in the building—and with 

that fortune he accomplished a lot of good in this city.  His name is all over the place, and he wasn’t 

shy about making sure it was.  There was an article in the St. Louis Magazine some twelve years 

ago about the various social eating clubs in our area, and Des Lee’s name was mentioned in it.  

What amazed me as a new resident to St. Louis, was that there was no explanation of who Des Lee 

was.  It was assumed that everyone reading that article already knew who Des Lee was.  His name 

was that well-recognized, and he was a remarkable man. 

 But among other things, Des was famous for asking simple, straight-forward questions that 

got to the heart of a matter, whatever that matter was.  He was curious that way, and no one was 

immune from his inquiries.  When he came out of church one Sunday and shook my hand, he said, 

“Mark, what’s it all about?”  Classic Des.  And to my surprise I answered immediately.  “Love the 

Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength, and your neighbor as yourself.  Do that 

and you will live.”  Des nodded approvingly and moved on.  It was the kind of answer he liked. 

 It’s an answer we all know, given not by Jesus interestingly enough, but by an attorney in 

Luke’s account.  Like Des, he asked Jesus a simple, straight-forward question.  “What’s it all about, 

Jesus?”  And Jesus answered, “What do you read in the scriptures?”  So the attorney answered:  

“Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength, and your neighbor as 

yourself.”  Jesus said, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.”  You are not far from the 

kingdom of God. 

 I don’t know about you, but I don’t feel like we are very close to the kingdom of God right 

now.  What reigns more than God, is gun violence, racism, sexism, individualism, me-ism, 

competition, conflict, anger, dishonesty, and frustration. 

 There is a wonderful Chinese proverb about the difference between heaven and hell.  In hell 

there is an enormous banquet table filled with a sumptuous feast of the finest food, and there is a 

place for everyone.  But the only eating utensils are six-foot chopsticks.  Everyone is angry, 

frustrated, and hungry because they cannot manage to feed themselves with six-foot chopsticks.  

Heaven, it turns out is exactly the same.  It has the same banquet table, the same sumptuous feast, 

and the same six-foot chopsticks.  But everyone there is happy, joyful, and well-fed, because they 

are using their six-foot chopsticks to feed the person sitting across from them. 

 When we are angry, frustrated, and hungry, like we are now, failing to love our neighbor as 

we love ourselves, we are living in hell, not in heaven. 

 There is a lot of energy in our society today, and in our churches, to love our neighbor.  The 

younger generations are assessing churches in accordance with whether they are walking the talk, 

with whether they are actually engaged in social justice ministry, and spending time in the world as 

the hands and feet of Jesus.  I mean, the Apostle Paul said it wonderfully in his letter to the 

Christians in Corinth, “So we are ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal through us, and 

entrusting to us the message of reconciliation.”  And, of course, the word “ambassador” in Greek is 

“presbuo,” which means to represent, and from which comes the name of our denomination.  So 

literally what it means to be a Presbyterian is not just to be an elder with authority and 



 

 

responsibilities, but an ambassador for Christ, those who re-present Christ in the world, who serve 

as his body to people yearning for life in heaven not in hell, and not just later, but right now. 

 But by any measure, our ministry in the name of Christ, and as his body, is failing.  Despite 

our concerted efforts to advocate for social justice, despite our efforts to feed the hungry, clothe the 

naked, visit the prisoners, and house the homeless—and this congregation is doing all of those 

things and has for years—we are living in hell, not in heaven.  Why? 

 What we know as the greatest commandment, is of course, actually two, and the reason we 

are failing to represent Christ well, and the reason that our extraordinary and well-intentioned 

efforts to love our neighbor are falling flat, is that we have neglected the first commandment, to 

love the Lord, our God, with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength, as Jesus did.  It’s the first 

commandment for a reason, because you can’t love your neighbor as you love yourself, without 

loving God first, without loving the God who first loved us (I John 4:19).  You can’t maintain the 

energy, the commitment, and the conviction to love your neighbor as yourself without knowing in 

your bones that you are loved so deeply and thoroughly by God that you don’t need anything else.  

You can’t offer yourself fully and completely to another, as Jesus did, unless you know that you are 

already full to overflowing with the love of God.  Or in other words, you can’t turn away from your 

own neediness and hunger to feed the person sitting across from you, unless your neediness and 

hunger has been satiated by the unconditional, forgiving, life-affirming, eternal and everlasting love 

of the triune God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  You just 

can’t. 

 Now love, we know, is fundamentally unselfish.  Love just seeks a subject to love, an other, 

to whom it can give itself, to whom it can offer itself, to whom it can bring joy and companionship, 

and with whom it can commune.  Even Aristotle knew that.  And the quintessential thing we do to 

love the Lord our God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength, is we gather together every week 

to worship God, to express in word, song, offering, and sending, with our lips, our bodies, and our 

resources, that we love God.  In short, we serve God with worship, with thanksgiving, and with 

praise.  The purpose of worship, well-expressed in our Reformed Tradition, is to offer ourselves in 

love to God, serving the One whom we adore.  Our chief end is to glorify God and enjoy God 

forever!  But we seem to have forgotten that. 

 Here’s the rub.  We don’t like to serve anyone, except ourselves.  We live in a culture whose 

ethos is, “Have it your way!”  When we gather together we expect to be entertained; we expect to 

get something; we expect to get inspired, and spiritually fed. Small surprise that when we gather for 

worship, we expect to get what we want and need.  We expect to get fulfillment, advice, spiritual 

sustenance, inspiration, and hymns we like.  And when we don’t, well that church is no good and 

I’m not going back there. 

 The truth, the gospel truth, and the truth that sets us free from our enslavement to ourselves, 

is that worship is not about getting; it’s all about giving.  Whenever we come to worship to get 

something, we leave disappointed, because worship is not designed to give you anything.  As Marva 

Dawn said, “it’s a royal waste of time.”  It is not a filling station that pumps spiritual energy into 

our souls.  The filing station is the world, with its marvels, and people, and labor, and beauty, and 

food given to us by God for our enjoyment, well-being, and life.  Worship is the thank you note.  

Worship is when we begin each week by saying, “God, this is awesome!  God, you are awesome!  

Thank you!  I praise you!  I trust you!  I love you!  I serve you!  Because love is all about offering 

ourselves, unconditionally, to an other, as God offers God’s self to us, and we learned that, and 

experienced that, and discover that, and live into that in Jesus Christ, our risen and living Lord, 

whose body is the church, even, dare we say, the Presbyterian Church. 

 What we know, and what we lament, is that people are increasingly not joining us in the 

worship of God, at least not in the worship of God as we understand it in the Reformed Tradition, 



 

 

which is about as far from entertainment as it can get, and appropriately so.  Small wonder then that 

the world is going to hell in a handbasket.  Could it be that the escalating violence in our society is 

proportional to the decline in worship attendance and church participation? 

 Worship, which is so fundamental to who we are, whose we are, and what we are called to 

do, is about giving, not getting.  It’s not about being entertained, but about thanking and praising 

God.  It’s not about getting fed, but about feeding the Lord our God and our neighbor with love.  

And the miracle of worship, and love, is that when we give ourselves to it, when we offer ourselves 

to it, when we love the Lord our God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength, we receive in 

return thirtyfold, sixtyfold, one-hundred fold, everything we ever thought we needed to the point of 

overflowing.  And with that overflow and abundance of grace, we have what we need to love our 

neighbor as we love ourselves, we have what we need to feed the one sitting across from us at the 

banquet table of God, we have what we need to live in the kin-dom of heaven. 

We will not repair the breach, or the world, with social justice and mission outreach alone.  

We will repair the breach, and the world, when we invite ourselves and our neighbors to worship 

God in spirit and in truth.  Social justice begins in worship and is sustained by worship.      

 What’s it all about?  It’s about loving the Lord your God, with all your heart, soul, mind, 

and strength; it’s about loving the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength; it’s 

about loving the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength……………..and your 

neighbor as yourself.  Do that, and live! 

 

PRAYER:  Almighty and most merciful God, we love you, we adore you, and we worship you with 

joy and thanksgiving.  Help us to love our neighbor enough to invite them to love you as well, that 

we all may be kin together in your heavenly realm.  We ask it in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord.  

Amen. 
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