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THE LAW OF LOVE 

Free to choose 

Modern sciences teach us that man is highly conditioned: by his genes, by the social 

circumstances in which he finds himself, and by many other things he cannot control. People 

were also aware of it in the past. But Sirach whom we heard in the first reading contradicts the 

idea that man is conditioned. He points out that man is created as a free man, who can choose 

between good and evil: God himself made human beings in the beginning, and then left them free 

to make their own decisions. If you choose, you will keep the commandments and so be faithful to 

God’s will (Sirach 14-14). You can freely choose the path of the commandments. The way of the 

commandments is the way of the Law, the Torah. When we hear of laws, commandments and 

prohibitions, we may immediately become irritated. The gospel wants to help us understand what 

is meant by the Law. 

Inner Jewish discussions about the Law 

The gospel contains part of the Sermon on the Mount. Moses received the Law and the ten 

commandments on Mount Sinai. Jesus proclaimed the Law again on another mountain, in the so-

called Sermon on the Mount. The old Law and the new Law seem to form a contrast. There are a 

number of contradictions in the gospel: You have heard ... But I say to you ... But with these 

words, Jesus does not mean that he has come to bring something totally new. This is evident 

from the very beginning of the gospel reading, in which Jesus assures that he did not come to 

abolish the Law and the prophets. Not one dot, not one little stroke, is to disappear from the Law. 

Reference is made here to texts, to words recorded in writing. The question now is how the laws 

and regulations laid down in writing can be applied in daily life, in the specific circumstances 

that are always subject to change. There was discussion about that. A fixed formula within such 

discussions in rabbinic schools was: "it has been said ... but I say ..." This only indicates that laws 

and regulations had to be constantly interpreted. Jesus stands in this tradition, he doesn't want to 

abolish the old.  

The prophetic view of the Law versus the legalist view 

But he wants to understand the old in a new way. He wants a righteousness greater than that of 

the scribes and Pharisees. They tried to translate the Torah into specific provisions, so that you 

knew exactly what to do in every situation that occurred. The provisions were so numerous and 

complex that it was no longer possible for an ordinary person to see the wood for the trees. Jesus 

tries to break through this impasse not by abolishing the Law, but by seeing it differently. Jesus 

does not call for a stricter and more meticulous maintenance of the Law, but for a different 

attitude towards the Law. He does not understand the Law in the legal sense, but he stands in the 

tradition of the prophets. According to Jeremiah, the Law of de Lord has been falsified by the 

lying pen of the scribes (8: 8). Jeremiah contrasts prophetic inspiration with legalistic letter 

bondage. He is talking about a new covenant that God will make with the people: this is the 

covenant that I shall make with the House of Israel ... Within them I shall plant my Law, writing 

it on their hearts. Then I shall be their God and they will be my people (31:33). The Law is 

identical here with the covenant. Not the Law written by the pen of the scribes, but the covenant, 



the Law written by God in the hearts of his people. 

Not a last word, but a starting point 

The Torah is not a final word that is imposed on you from outside by an authoritative body, but a 

starting point, a guideline, a landmark that helps you with concrete choices that you must make 

yourself, with decisions that you have to make. The gospel reading shows that Jesus does not 

want to give the final formulation of the Law, but that he wants to point out its original purpose. 

It is not about the letter of the Law, but about the spirit of the Law. It is about the inner attitude 

that underlies the outer deed. Internal anger can result in murder. Jesus goes very far in his 

conclusions. The gospel gives an example: Jesus demands that before you bring your offering to 

the altar, you will have to reconcile yourself with your brother or sister if you remember that he 

or she has something against you. Without a good relationship with your brother or sister you 

cannot have a good relationship with God. Sacrificial  rituals without justice and mercy are 

meaningless, a theme we also encounter with the prophets several times (Isa. 1: 10-17). Our 

behaviour is not determined by fixed regulations but by the Other with a capital letter and the 

others with a lowercase letter. The heart of the Law is therefore: to respect God by respecting his 

people. 

When we understand Torah as rules that are imposed on us from outside and from above, we are 

understandably irritated. But when we understand Torah as a key helping us to make good 

choices, we can be happy with it, just like the Jews who celebrate Simchat Torah  - literally ‘joy 

of  the Torah’ - and who hug and kiss the Torah and wo dance with the Torah in the synagogue.  

 


