 
Unfortunately, there are many other gods who present themselves as pillars. All are counterfeit gods, and yet, we fall in love with them. “In Washington, the idol of power draws politicians and their supporters away from compromise,” writes pastor Henry Brinton. “On Wall Street, success tempts brokers and investors to value profits over people. In Hollywood, the focus on beauty creates a standard of physical perfection that is impossible for most people to achieve. And in neighborhoods across the country, children are pampered in ways that border on idolatry, leaving them with a distorted sense of their place in the world.” These are attractive pillars. All promise great rewards; but they cannot provide the eternal support of the LORD our God. When the pillars of power, success, beauty, and even family are toppled, our lives fall apart in spectacular ways. We end up like the Key Bridge in the Patapsco River.
 
After inciting us to hear, Moses gives the commandment to love the LORD. This is a bold new approach, one that is central to both Judaism and Christianity. “You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might,” says Moses (Deuteronomy 6:5). With this commandment we are challenged to give priority to God, much in the way that we give priority to the people we love, like spouses, children, relatives, friends, close neighbors. Love is a stronger bond than respect, duty, or affection.
 
What God most wants from humanity is love. It is easy to think that God is more interested in other things: time, money, effort, will, submission, and so forth. But what God really wants from humanity is love. When people really love the LORD with all the heart, soul, and mind, then all else is freely given to the LORD. If one starts by giving to God all the rest – money, time, effort, will, and so forth – without giving God love, then all is wasted and perhaps, all is lost. “Israel’s obedience was not to spring from a barren legalism based on necessity and duty. It was to arise from a relationship based on love.” (Thompson)
 
Love is how we protect the pillar and build our lives around it. Love is “the first and greatest commandment,” says Bible professor Elizabeth Achtemeier. “It forms the central requirement given in Deuteronomy’s sermons to the people of God.” If our love for God is undermined, our relationship with God quickly collapses, leaving enormous pain and destruction behind. 
 
Several contemporary television shows illustrate what happens when love for God is replaced by another passion. In House of Cards, a conniving politician named Frank Underwood loved power above all else. He schemed and slept his way through Washington, moving from Congress to the White House.
 
In Mad Men, advertising maven Don Draper loved success. He invented and reinvented himself believing that “success comes from standing out, not fitting in.” Unfortunately, his “standing out” did terrible damage to his family members, friends and colleagues.
 
In Breaking Bad, chemistry teacher Walter White is diagnosed with cancer. He builds a drug empire, believing it will provide for his family. But even love for family can cause death and destruction if it replaces love for God. At one point, Walt’s wife said, “Someone has to protect this family from the man who protects this family.”
 
Moses reminds us, “LORD is our God, the LORD alone,” and he gives us the challenge to “love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might” (Deuteronomy 6:4-5). If we allow counterfeit gods to take the place of the one LORD God, we will find ourselves without the strong support we need for life. If we allow ourselves to love anything more than God, we will find ourselves failing in spectacular fashion. We do not want to be like the Dali, a ship with serious systems problems.
 
Finally, Moses urges the people to keep his words in their hearts, to recite them to their children, and to talk about them both inside and outside their homes. “Bind them as a sign on your hand,” Moses says, “fix them as an emblem on your forehead, and write them on the doorposts of your house” (6:8–9). With these words, Moses gives the Israelites advice about maintaining the centrality of the commandments. In Jewish tradition, these instructions are taken literally in the wearing of phylacteries, small leather containers that contain biblical texts, and the nailing of a mezuzah to a doorway. In these ways, God’s law is remembered in every aspect of life.
 
As Christians, we follow Moses’ instructions by teaching our children the Ten Commandments and the great commandment of Jesus. This set of twin pillars is constructed by Jesus when he is asked which is the greatest commandment. Jesus quoted Deuteronomy 6 and Leviticus 19. “The first is this,” said Jesus, “‘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 like it, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself’” (Mark 12:29-31). Love for God. Love for neighbor. According to Jesus, there is no other commandment greater than these.
 
We treasure these words in our hearts, share them with our children, put them into action inside and outside our homes. When tempted to make an idol out of power or success, we focus on our love for God. When our children become focused on acquiring the latest toy or device, we teach them about loving their neighbor. By keeping the God-pillar strong and protected, we avoid a complete collapse. With God as our foundation, we face life unafraid.
 
The Statue of Liberty is a national icon. Most Americans know that the imposing bronze sculpture was a gift from the people of France, but not everyone knows that France only gifted the statue, not the pedestal. To properly display the colossal monument, Americans needed a place for Lady Liberty to stand. Neither the federal government nor the State of New York wanted to foot the bill for this hulking stone structure, so philanthropists and captains of industry united to conduct a nationwide fundraising campaign.
 
It wasn’t easy. America was reeling from the Panic of 1873 that plunged the nation into economic depression. Lacking funds, the organizing committee reduced the height of the pedestal from 114 feet to 89 feet and changed the building material from solid granite to poured concrete faced with granite blocks. New York Governor Grover Cleveland vetoed a bill to donate $50,000 from state coffers. Congress failed to pass a bill appropriating the full $100,000 cost of the pedestal ($3 million today). With only $3,000 in the bank, the building committee suspended construction. 
 
The person who saved the day was newspaper publisher Joseph Pulitzer of New York World (for whom the Pulitzer Prizes are named). Pulitzer appealed for small gifts. Turning to his paper’s massive readership, Pulitzer promised to publish the name of every contributor, no matter how small the gift. Pulitzer even printed letters from donors, telling stories of their sacrifice. “A young girl alone in the world” donated “60 cents, the result of self-denial.” An office boy gave a nickel (at a time when a nickel could buy you lunch). A group of children sent in a dollar, “the money we saved to go to the circus.” Enthusiasm grew, the money poured in, and Lady Liberty got her pedestal. So many things worth doing require proper support and the smallest of acts to attain. So many things worth having require just a little bit of love to achieve. What’s true of bridges and the statues is even more true of our lives. “Hear, O Israel: The LORD is our God, the LORD is One.”
 
Prayer: Lord God, you are worthy of all my love. Forgive me for loving the things of this world, things that are created, rather than the Creator. Teach me now to love you with all my heart, soul, and strength. Lead me to a life of genuine obedience toward You and my neighbors; and by obedience, lead me into eternal life. In Jesus’ name I ask this. Amen.
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It was a video seen around the world: The Francis Scott Key Bridge in Baltimore, MD, tumbling into the water on March 26, 2024. When the container ship MV Dali lost power to its steering and crashed into one of the bridge’s pillars, it sent people and vehicles into the cold, dark Patapsco River. Six members of a road construction crew died. The Key bridge was 1.6 miles long, a critical link in the Baltimore Beltway, a travel route for 30,000 commuters per day, soaring over a channel that gave ships access to Baltimore, the ninth largest port in the country. The chilling video showed the bridge collapsing just moments after impact. Without its pillar, the bridge could not stand.
 
In Deuteronomy 6, Moses describes God as the strongest pillar of our faith: Sh'ma, Yisra'el! ADONAI Eloheinu, ADONAI echad. “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is One” (Deuteronomy 6:4). Some versions say, “the LORD alone,” for there is no other God to whom we should look for our salvation. Moses calls us to trust in the one true God, the almighty power who loves us and desires that we experience fullness of life. Moses predicts that if the Israelites observe the commandments of God, it will “go well” with them, and they will multiply greatly in the land that God promised to them (6:3).
 
The same is true for us. God desires to work for good in our lives. Just as the pillars of the Key Bridge supported 30,000 commuters per day, God’s decrees and commandments are given for our benefit, to structure our lives in life-giving ways. Just as driving over a bridge would be dangerous without guardrails and lane markers, so our lives would be chaotic without the ordering of God’s laws. God’s commandments are helpful, not oppressive.
 
Moses begins by saying, “Hear, O Israel.” Hearing is critical to the life of faith, even more than seeing, as the apostle Paul noted when he wrote, “faith comes from what is heard” (Romans 10:17). ‘Hear, O Israel,’ does not simply mean to let sound waves enter your ears; it is a call to let the words sink in, provide understanding, and generate a response: it is about action. “In Hebrew, hearing and doing are the same thing.…Much like listening, biblical love is about action. You ahavah [love] someone when you act in loyalty and faithfulness. For Israel, loving means faithful obedience to the terms of their covenant relationship with Yahweh [God].” (Mackie) We are challenged to hear, each day, that the “LORD is our God, the LORD is One.” It is the personal God of Israel who is the pillar of our faith. Nothing could be stronger.


