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Deut. 11:18-28 

    You shall put these words of mine in your heart and soul, and you shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and fix them as an emblem on your forehead. [19] Teach them to your children, talking about them when you are at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise. [20] Write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates, [21] so that your days and the days of your children may be multiplied in the land that the Lord swore to your ancestors to give them, as long as the heavens are above the earth. [26] See, I am setting before you today a blessing and a curse: [27] the blessing, if you obey the commandments of the Lord your God that I am commanding you today; [28] and the curse, if you do not obey the commandments of the Lord your God, but turn from the way that I am commanding you today, to follow other gods that you have not known. 

Romans 1:16-17, 3:22b-31 

For I am not ashamed of the gospel; it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. [17] For in it the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is written, "The one who is righteous will live by faith." For there is no distinction, [23] since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God; [24] they are now justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, [25] whom God put forward as a sacrifice of atonement by his blood, effective through faith. He did this to show his righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over the sins previously committed; [26] it was to prove at the present time that he himself is righteous and that he justifies the one who has faith in Jesus. 

    [27] Then what becomes of boasting? It is excluded. By what law? By that of works? No, but by the law of faith. [28] For we hold that a person is justified by faith apart from works prescribed by the law. [29] Or is God the God of Jews only? Is he not the God of Gentiles also? Yes, of Gentiles also, [30] since God is one; and he will justify the circumcised on the ground of faith and the uncircumcised through that same faith. [31] Do we then overthrow the law by this faith? By no means! On the contrary, we uphold the law. 

Matthew 7:21-29 

    "Not everyone who says to me, 'Lord, Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven. On that day many will say to me, 'Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many deeds of power in your name?' Then I will declare to them, 'I never knew you; go away from me, you evildoers.' 

    "Everyone then who hears these words of mine and acts on them will be like a wise man who built his house on rock. The rain fell, the floods came, and the winds blew and beat on that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on rock. And everyone who hears these words of mine and does not act on them will be like a foolish man who built his house on sand. The rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell--and great was its fall!" Now when Jesus had finished saying these things, the crowds were astounded at his teaching, for he taught them as one having authority, and not as their scribes. 

A Permanent Tattoo
Hear again these words from Deuteronomy: “You shall put these words of mine in your heart and soul, and you shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and fix them as an emblem on your forehead. Teach them to your children, talking about them when you are at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise. Write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.” Whoa. Whatever these words are, they must be important. It makes me think of those folks, of whom I have never been one, who, when they have something they really don’t want to forget, they write it on their hands or their arms, so that wherever they go, they have it with them. Maybe it’s their study notes for the big test, or a phone number that they want to remember, or maybe just the grocery list as they run to the store. Of course, writing like this doesn’t last very long, and ball point pen usually washes off in a day or two. 

There are those, of course, who, when they have something they really want to remember, they get a tattoo. Perhaps it’s the name of their eternal love, or an artistic design that catches their eye or some other symbol that expresses something about who they are. Of course, we all know that our opinions about such things can change over time, and it’s fortunate that there is a process, painful and expensive though it may be, to remove or alter these tattoos. 


I have a feeling, however, that neither of these gets to the heart of what God is asking us to do in Deuteronomy. For the first request of God is to “put these words of mine in your heart and soul.” God is asking us to go deeper than our skin, deeper than any tattoo gun or writing utensil can reach, and make these words an intimate and permanent part of who we are. So, what are these words? If we look to Deuteronomy 11:13, just before the passage we read this morning, we read that every commandment is summed up in these words: “loving the Lord your God, and serving him with all your heart and with all your soul.”  Loving God and serving God. That’s what it’s all about, that’s what we are begged and implored not to forget, that’s what we need to carry with us wherever we go, and whatever we do. 

Jesus echoed these words when he was asked the question, “Which is the greatest commandment?” Jesus answered, "The first is, 'Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.' The second is this, 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself.' There is no other commandment greater than these." (Mark 12:29-31)

As we think about sending our young people out into the world this Baccalaureate Sunday, there is perhaps no greater wish that a parent might have for their child than for them to make these words a central part of their lives. Love God; love your neighbor. That’s it; nothing more, nothing less. Live by these words and we are guaranteed to have a life that is rich with meaning and purpose. Maybe we should all go down to the tattoo parlor and have these words permanently written on the back of our hands, “love God” on the left, and “love neighbor” on the right. 

Or, maybe not. Maybe all we need do is remember that we have already been marked with a sign that expresses the fullness of our life and relationship with Christ, a sign that can never be erased, a sign that touches the deepest part of who we are. That sign is the cross of our baptism, the cross that was placed on our head when most of us were too young to know what was happening, a cross that branded us as belonging to the living Lord and marked us for a life of love and service forever. 


That’s why I choose to make the sign of the cross on my body regularly during worship, and I invite and encourage others to do so, as well. It certainly can be done to recall the name in which we are baptized, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, but it can also serve to remind us of this most basic invitation to love and serve God and our neighbor. The vertical dimension, of course, describes the love that God has for us, a love that comes freely, without our doing anything to earn it, a love that we are invited to return to God, as well. But it’s not just about each one of us having a loving relationship with God, though that is certainly important and life-giving. In order for our relationship with God to be complete, we must add the horizontal dimension, living a life of loving service to others, beginning of course with our family, friends, and neighbors, but extending beyond that to include strangers near and far, even to the point of loving our enemies. This is what it means to live out the fullness of our baptismal calling; this is what it means to be in relationship with the God of Abraham and Sarah, of Moses and Miriam, of Mary and Jesus, of Peter and Phoebe; this is what it means to claim the cross as the central defining characteristic of our lives. God loves us, we love each other. 

Easy to remember, hard to do. But, in the end, it’s the only thing that counts. It doesn’t matter what you major in; it doesn’t matter what kind of job you have; it doesn’t matter how much money you make or how much money you give away; it doesn’t matter how often you go to church or how many committees you serve on; it doesn’t matter how brilliant you are or how often people speak well of you. All that matters is whether or not your life is fueled by love. 

And the love of which I am speaking is not warm and sentimental; it’s not a feeling of fondness and care; it is a love that is defined, once again, by the cross, by the sacrificial love of Christ. The cross, then, not only reminds us to love, it teaches us how to love, calling us into a life in which we give of ourselves, empty ourselves, die to ourselves, all so that others may find new life. This is the way of the cross, the way of Christ, the way of our baptism, the way that leads us to life, a life that is full, and rich, and everlasting. Marked with the cross of Christ, we are sent into the world to transform it through the radical power of sacrificial love. Thanks be to God; amen.
