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 “How do I love thee? Let me count 

the ways.  I love thee to the depth and 

breadth and height My soul can reach, when 

feeling out of sight for the ends of being and 

ideal grace.  I love thee to the level of every 

day’s most quiet need, by sun and candle-

light.  I love thee freely, as men strive for 

right.  I love thee purely, as they turn from 

praise.  I love thee with the passion put to 

use in my old griefs, and with my 

childhood’s faith.  I love thee with a love I 

seemed to lose with my lost saints. I love 

thee with the breath, smiles, tears, of all my 

life; and, if God choose, I shall but love thee 

better after death.”1 

 Elizabeth Barrett Browning, a 19th 

century English poet ponders how many 

ways she loves her beloved.  This poem was 

one of many written before she eloped with 

Robert Browning, another English poet, 

whom Elizabeth’s father did not approve of.  

He did not want any of his children to 

marry.  Although this poem was inspired by 

her future husband, the devotion expressed 

to him is very similar to the devotion 

expressed in the Shema that is said many 

times daily in the Jewish tradition.   

 The Shema is a prayer that recites 

the most foundational commandment of the 

Jewish faith.  It is found in Deuteronomy 

6:4-9: “4 Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our 

God, the Lord alone.5 You shall love the 

Lord your God with all your heart, and with 

all your soul, and with all your might. 6 Keep 

these words that I am commanding you 

today in your heart. 7 Recite them to your 

children and talk about them when you are 

at home and when you are away, when you 

lie down and when you rise. 8 Bind them as a 

sign on your hand, fix them as an emblem 

on your forehead, 9 and write them on the 

doorposts of your house and on your gates.”  

                                                 
1 Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Sonnet 43. 

 Devout Jews not only recited this 

commandment several times a day, they 

surrounded themselves and centered their 

whole lives on this commandment.  They 

were very passionate about it, and some still 

are.  They put this commandment on 

parchment paper and place in a Mezuzah 

that is affixed on the top of their doorframes.  

Every time they walk through the door, they 

kiss the Mezuzah and feel a renewed sense 

of God’s presence.  They bind the 

commandment to their hands and foreheads, 

which refers to a Phylactery, that is a small 

leather box containing Hebrew texts and 

worn by Jewish men during prayer as a 

reminder to keep the law.   

 We teach our children what we feel 

are the most important things to know in 

order to guide them in their lives.  They too 

teach their children this commandment to 

pass on the most fundamental belief in the 

Jewish faith.  They were encouraged to 

teach their children at home about loving 

God as well as at the synagogue.  Loving 

God was the way to live their lives.  It 

wasn’t something that they did out of 

obligation or because they knew they 

should.  Devout Jews truly loved God with 

all of their being – their whole heart, mind, 

soul, and strength.    

 The Jewish tradition taught that 

being a good Jew meant following all 613 

laws that are in the Hebrew Bible.  In this 

Matthew passage, the religious scholars tried 

to trick Jesus by asking which of the 613 

commandments were most important.   

But, Jesus said, out of the hundreds of laws 

to follow, the most important is to love the 

Lord your God with all your heart, soul, 

mind, and strength.  Because if we truly love 

God with our whole being, we want to obey 

the other commandments.  We want to 
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please God.  It's a sign of devotion.  Yet, it 

goes deeper than that.    

 Steve Harper writes in this little 

book: “The first mark of discipleship isn’t a 

call to increase our love but to receive 

God’s love.”2  1 John 4:19 says: “We love 

because he first loved us.”  “Having 

received God’s love first, we love God in 

return with everything we are and have.  We 

do it in relation to every aspect of our life.  

We do it every day and to everyone.  This is 

the first and foremost mark of a disciple.”3  

 Because God loved us first, we are 

capable of loving God back.  God is seeking 

to be in a loving relationship with us, where 

we love God as much as God loves us.   

We live our lives by loving God.  John 

Wesley, the 16th century Anglican priest, 

founded Methodism, not to be a separate 

denomination, but as a way to live our 

lives.  He, his brother, and a few friends 

created the Holy Club while at 

Oxford.  They were a small group that got 

together weekly to pray together, study the 

scriptures, take communion, and serve the 

poor.  They did these practices because they 

loved God and wanted to spend their time 

and center their lives on Godly living.   

 People of all denominations went to 

Wesley for spiritual guidance.  They asked, 

“How do we live out our faith? How do we 

make our faith and love for God an 

action?  How do we engage in God’s 

grace?  Wesley created a Method to a living 

faith.  This method includes certain practices 

we do to live out our love for Christ.  They 

include Works of Piety and Works of 

Mercy.  Works of Piety include studying the 

scriptures, prayer, fasting, attending 

worship, sharing our faith with others, 

participating in the sacraments, and 

Christian conferencing.  Works of Mercy 

                                                 
2 Steve Harper, Five Marks of a Methodist, 7. 

include seeking justice, visiting the sick and 

imprisoned, feeding the hungry, and giving 

generously to the needs of others, addressing 

the needs of the poor, and ending oppression 

and discrimination.  We live out our faith by 

constantly striving to be more like 

Christ.  We live out our faith by loving like 

Christ loved. 

 Wesley said there are distinguishing 

marks of a Methodist, certain characteristics 

that a Methodist would have as a disciple.  

The first is to love God with our whole 

heart, mind, soul, and strength.  All of our 

passion is used in serving others and loving 

God.  All of our thoughts are rooted in 

loving God.  All of our strength is used in 

putting our faith into practice.  Our whole 

being longs to love God and to be loved by 

God.  A Methodist loves God.  Like 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning, let us count the 

ways. 

 

 One of the ways is taking holy 

communion. Christ died for us because he 

loved us.  We remember his loving sacrifice 

this morning as we receive this love and 

love him in return with our hearts, minds, 

and souls.  The UMC practices an open table 

because Christ loves all.  We invite you to 

participate in Holy Communion this 

morning because Christ invites you to come 

and commune with him. 

 

 

 

3 Steve Harper, 5. 


