Thirty-First Sunday in Ordinary Time (B)
 One of the Church’s most famous examples of this link between loving God and loving neighbor comes from France way back in the 300s, when Christianity had recently emerged from a long period of persecution.
· At the time, a young army officer named Martin lived near the city of Amiens.
· He lived the rough and tumble life of the military, but he had begun receiving instruction in the Christian faith.
One cold winter's day, as he returned to the city gates on his huge war horse and in his full military regalia, a poor beggar shuffled up to him to ask for money.
· The man was dressed in rags, almost naked, and violently shivering with cold.
· Martin reined in his mighty charger when he saw the beggar, and felt his heart moved with sincere compassion.
· But he didn't have any money with him.
· He stared for a moment at the beggar, and then dismounted.
· He took off his long, thick military cloak and held it in one hand while he drew his sword in his other hand.
· Then he slashed the cloak in half, and gave one half to the freezing beggar with a smile and kind word.
· He slung the other half onto his own shoulders, remounted, and continued on back to the barracks, where his fellow soldiers gave him a hard time about his torn cloak.
That night, as he was sleeping, Jesus appeared to him in a vision, surrounded by angels, and - wonder of wonders – the Lord himself was wearing the cloak that Martin had given to the beggar!
· Jesus looked with love and gratitude at Martin and said, "It was Martin, still only a catechumen, who gave me this cloak."
· The future St. Martin was soon baptized, and afterwards followed his true calling. He left behind him his military carrier. He was ordained a priest. He was called from his monastery and made the bishop of Tours, St Martin of Tours
Truly, our love for God and our love for neighbor are two sides of the very same coin – we can't have one without the other.
Jesus links forever the commandment to love God with the commandment to love one’s neighbor as oneself.
· When asked for the greatest single commandment, he actually answers by naming two commandments – loving God and loving neighbor; they necessarily, intrinsically go together.
· Imagine putting love of God and neighbor on equal par. No one had ever done that before; everyone simply agreed that loving God came first.
· Loving one’s neighbor was good, they thought, but it was secondary – the primary thing was loving God.
· Jesus challenges those assumptions: true love for God, he teaches, cannot exist apart from true love for neighbor. He later states you must love others as he loves us.
· If someone claims to love God, that invisible love can be verified in the visible way they treat others.
In our day, on the other hand, perhaps the more surprising aspect is the priority Jesus gives to loving God.
If I don’t love the God in whose image my neighbor is created, how long and how deeply can I really, truly love my neighbor?
 Loving God and neighbor are the great commandments - they are the path to true happiness and fullness of life.
· All of us here today love God, and we love our neighbor.
· That love always has room to grow; it can become stronger.
· And as it gets stronger, so will the gifts and fruits of the Holy Spirit at work in our own souls.
So, what can we do to strengthen our love for God, to make it grow?
· Like all virtues, the virtue of love grows with exercise.
· Traditionally, the Church gives us a lot of help by identifying ways we can exercise this love - they are called the Works of Mercy.
The corporeal works of mercy are:
· feeding the hungry,
· giving drink to the thirsty,
· clothing the naked,
· visiting the sick and imprisoned,
· sheltering the homeless,
· and burying the dead.
The spiritual works of mercy are:
· instructing the ignorant,
· counseling the doubtful,
· admonishing sinners,
· bearing wrongs patiently,
· forgiving offenses willingly,
· comforting the afflicted,
· praying for the living and the dead.
· Don't let a day go by without consciously, intentionally exercising your love for God and neighbor - the love God himself has planted in your heart.
“You learn to speak by speaking, to study by studying, to run by running, to work by working, and just so, you learn to love by loving. All those who think to learn in any other way deceive themselves.” -Saint Francis de Sales
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