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THE NEW COMMANDMENT 
Homily by Fr. Michael A. Van Sloun 

Saturday, May 18, 2019, 5:00 p.m. Mass 

Sunday, May 19, 2019, 8:30 and 10:30 a.m. Masses 

 

How is this for another short gospel? 

Last Sunday the gospel was four verses long. 

This week it is five. 

The words may be few, 

  but their impact can be life-changing. 

Like so often, Jesus is not long-winded or wordy, 

  but his few words pack quite a punch. 

 

We just heard Jesus say,  

  “I give you a new commandment” (Jn 13:34a). 

This statement alone is remarkable. 

  Moms and dads may have house rules. 

  The boss might have company policies. 

  Legislators might enact laws. 

Jesus gave a commandment. 

A commandment is on a completely different level. 

A commandment is issued by God. 

God gave Moses the Ten Commandments. 

Now Jesus is giving a new commandment. 

If a commandment is only issued by God, 

  Jesus clearly is not your ordinary person, 

    or even your extraordinary person. 

The fact that Jesus issued a commandment tells us who he is. 

  Jesus is the Son of God. 

 

So here is the new commandment:  “Love one another” (Jn 13:34). 

As Catholics, we have heard this commandment over and over again. 

In fact, I have a priest friend who preaches on love almost every week. 

When he would start, you could almost hear the congregation groan: 

  “Here we go again:  love, love, love.” 

But we must never tire of hearing about the commandment to love. 

Love is the number one thing that Jesus taught about. 

In fact, Jesus is love in action, love personified. 

So today, even though we have heard about love before, 

  let us reflect on love again from some fresh new angles. 

 

Jesus said that his commandment to love was “new.” 

  We underestimate this. 
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The Church has been proclaiming the Gospel of Love for 2000 years. 

  What possibly could be “new” about it? 

We hear the words of Jesus with 2019 ears. 

Let us go back and listen with the ears of the eleven apostles 

  who were listening to Jesus at the Last Supper. 

Remember, all eleven were Jews. 

 

Let’s get started. 

Jesus started, “I give you a new commandment” (Jn 13:34a). 

Let’s focus on the first word:  “I.” 

Jesus is the speaker. 

Jesus is the person announcing the commandment. 

This is new. 

Previously the person who announced the commandments was Moses. 

Jesus was taking Moses’ job. 

Jesus is the “New Moses.” 

If a person had only listened to Moses before, 

  to switch to Jesus this is a huge shift. 

Many people were not ready or unwilling to shift. 

 

What else is new? 

Jesus said, “I give you a new commandment” (Jn 13:34a). 

Let’s focus on another word, because every word is important. 

This time our word is “a”:  “a commandment.” 

It is singular; 

  there is just one commandment. 

This also is new. 

If a person is a Jew listening to Jesus, the Jew would be thinking, 

  “This isn’t quite right. 

    Jesus says one commandment, but we have Ten Commandments. 

    And, we have the Mosaic Law which is 613 Commandments. 

    We have the Oral Law, the Tradition, which is another five or six hundred commandments. 

    We’ve got hundreds of commandments. 

    And Jesus says there is only one.” 

What is new is that Jesus consolidated a very complex collection of religious laws 

  into one single commandment. 

It was a stroke of genius. 

Jesus simplified this big, complicated, confusing code into one solitary thing:  love. 

If there is only one thing to pay attention to,  

  it is understandable, manageable, and doable. 

 

When Jesus gave the new commandment, 

  he added a word of explanation. 

Jesus said, “Love one another … as I have loved you” (Jn 13:34b). 

This is another new twist. 
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Jesus was saying, “If you want to know how to love, 

    all you have to do is pay attention to my example (see Jn 13:15). 

  If you do what I do, you will have it right.” 

Jesus had just washed his disciples’ feet – out of love (Jn 13:4-5). 

So the message is really clear. 

If we pattern our lives on Jesus, if we imitate him, 

  such as serving other people, 

    we are on the right track. 

When Jesus said his commandment was “new,” 

  what is new is that it is not found in a book, 

  and it is not found in a set of rules and regulations. 

It is simply about imitating him. 

If we do what Jesus did, we’re good. 

 

Let’s look at another angle. 

Jesus has only one commandment. 

His commandment sums up how we are supposed to follow God, 

  but, very strangely, Jesus does not even mention God. 

This ought to strike us as odd. 

  Did Jesus forget? 
  How can Jesus possibly leave God out? 

With the Ten Commandments, the first three are about loving God. 

Jesus always knows what he is doing, 

Jesus would never forget his Father. 

His new commandment has a new approach, a new strategy. 

Previously a person would love God 

  by offering God praise and worship, 

  saying one’s prayers, 

  and keeping the commandments. 

It was all vertical:  God up there, me down here. 

But Jesus said, “Love one another” (Jn 13:34). 

If we want to love God above, 

  Jesus wants us to love the person next to us. 

When we love someone else, we love God. 

We go through other people to God. 

We have to go horizontal to go vertical. 

It works this way: 

  the more I love another, the more I love God; 

  the less I love another, the less I love God. 

One of the most disturbing challenges that I have heard is: 

  “We love God as much as we love the person that we love the least.” 

This new commandment is a huge challenge. 

  It is pretty easy to love God up there. 

  It is not so easy to love the person next to us. 
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Let us explore one last angle to Jesus’ new commandment. 

Previously the commandment was:  “Love your neighbor” (Lv 19:18). 

Please notice that Jesus intentionally did not use the word “neighbor.” 

Instead of saying, “Love your neighbor” Jesus says, “Love one another.” 

This is an enormous shift. 

So what is Jesus up to on this one? 

If we were to ask a Jew at the time of time of Jesus, 

  “Who is your neighbor?” (and this was a big question, see Lk 10:29) 

  the list would be pretty short. 

“My neighbor” are those people I really ought to love: 

  obviously my family:  my spouse, children, parents, 

    and my relatives, the aunts and uncles, the cousins; 

  and the people who live in my neighborhood, the people who live next door, 

    the good people who live my village or town; 

  and everyone who lives in my country, fellow citizens, same nationality; 

  and all of my fellow Jews, fellow believers. 

And that’s all, folks.  That’s the bottom of the page, the end of the list. 

And Jesus is waving his finger.  

  “O no you don’t! 

    Your list is too short! 

    What about the people who live in other countries? 

    What about the people who speak different languages? 

    What about the Gentiles, people with different beliefs? 

    What about foreigners who come to live in your country?” 

Jesus would continue, 

  “When I say, ‘Love one another,’ I mean everybody, even your enemies.” 

Jesus’ new commandment is “new” because it is so inclusive. 

“Neighbor” was way too restrictive for Jesus. 

If God loves everyone, so should we. 

 

Jesus concluded with the one convincing proof of our discipleship. 

Jesus said, “This is how all will know that you are my disciples. 

    if you have love for one another” (Jn 13:35). 

Jesus did not say that we prove our discipleship by 

  how hard we work, 

  how much money we donate to charitable causes, 

  how much time we volunteer, 

  how we obey rules and regulations, 

  how well we sing or play the piano, 

  how well we serve, 

  or how well I preach. 

In the end, the one thing that really matters is our love for others. 

We go through others to go to God. 

We have to go horizontal to go vertical. 

Please never forget this unsettling insight: 

  “We love God as much as we love the person that we love the least.” 


