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“Living Into Lent: Enacting” Mark 12:28-34 4/6/14 

 Listen carefully as I read the following paragraph to see if it makes 

sense to you:  “A seashore is a better place than the street because you 

need lots of room.  At first it is better to run than to walk.  You may have to 

try several times.  It takes some skill, but it is easy to learn.  Even young 

children can enjoy it.  Birds seldom get too close.  If there are no snags it 

can be very peaceful.  But if it breaks loose, you won’t get another chance.” 

 Most people find the paragraph to be pretty confusing.  The 

sentences don’t seem to relate to each other.  The whole thing just doesn’t 

make sense!  But let me give you an interpretive key, and see if it makes 

sense this time when I read it.  The key word is “kite.”  “A seashore is a 

better place than the street because you need lots of room.  At first it is 

better to run than to walk.  You may have to try several times.  It takes 

some skill, but it is easy to learn.  Even young children can enjoy it.  Birds 

seldom get too close.  If there are no snags it can be very peaceful.  But if it 

breaks loose, you won’t get another chance.”  It made a lot more sense this 

time, didn’t it? 

 Many people find the Bible to be a confusing book.  It contains 66 

different books written over 1500 years in several different ancient cultural 

and historical contexts!  And it’s pretty long besides!  We need an 

interpretive key to make sense of it.  And this morning, I’m going to give 
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you that key.  Well, actually I’m just giving you the key that Jesus gave us.  

Listen to this story from Mark 12:28-34.  

28One of the scribes came near and heard them disputing with one another, 

and seeing that he answered them well, he asked him, “Which 

commandment is the first of all?” 29Jesus answered, “The first is, ‘Hear, O 

Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; 30you 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.’ 31The second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as 

yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.” 32Then the 

scribe said to him, “You are right, Teacher; you have truly said that ‘he is 

one, and besides him there is no other’; 33and ‘to love him with all the heart, 

and with all the understanding, and with all the strength,’ and ‘to love one’s 

neighbor as oneself,’ —this is much more important than all whole burnt 

offerings and sacrifices.” 34When Jesus saw that he answered wisely, he 

said to him, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.” After that no one 

dared to ask him any question. (Mark 12:28-34) 

 This story comes after several disputes between Jesus and religious 

leaders.  A scribe, a professional in the law, asks Jesus, “Which 

commandment is the first of all?” or “What is the greatest commandment?”  

The question may seem designed to trip up Jesus, but it is exactly the kind 

of question typically asked of rabbis in that day.  It was a way of trying to 

find out what Jesus was all about, what was most important to him in his 
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understanding of God’s law.  Jesus answers the man by quoting from 

Deut. 6:4 & 5, “‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; 30you 

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.’  Those first words, “Hear, O 

Israel:  the Lord our God, the Lord is one” is the beginning of the Shema, a 

prayer that was and is recited by observant Jews every morning and every 

evening!  It would have caught their attention right away. 

 Jesus says that this one God of Israel deserves and demands our 

wholehearted love and devotion.  In fact, Jesus expands the original words 

of Deuteronomy by adding the phrase “with all your mind.”  We 

Presbyterians, who take the life of the mind very seriously, like that 

addition, don’t we?  Christian writer and thinker, C.S. Lewis, put it like this.  

“God is no fonder of intellectual slackers than of any other slackers.  If you 

are thinking of becoming a Christian, I warn you that you are embarking on 

something which is going to take the whole of you, brains and all.” 

 The idea of the first commandment is that the God who made all 

parts of us- body, heart, soul, and mind- deserves love and devotion from 

every part of us.  To do that well requires using some of the disciplines we 

have talked about previously this Lent- meditating, praying, and giving 

thanks- for example.  This first commandment requires some interior work 

in your soul to figure out exactly what it means for you as an individual to 

love God with everything you’ve got.  It reminds me of a praise song from a 
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few years ago which says, “I’m yours, Lord.  Everything I’ve got.  

Everything I am.  Everything I’m not.  I’m yours, Lord.  Try me now and see.  

See if I can be completely yours.”  

 Remember our reading at the beginning about the kite?  This first 

commandment is an interpretative key to understanding the Bible.  For 

example, you’ll find an overwhelming number of laws in the Old Testament, 

and a few more in the New Testament as well.  It helps to know that many 

of them are designed to help people love God with all their hearts, minds, 

souls, and strength.  So read the laws and stories and history of the Bible in 

light of this first commandment. 

 But Jesus didn’t stop there.  There is a second commandment which 

flows out of the first.  “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  When my 

son, Stephen, was very young he was an exceptionally active little guy.  He 

was always on the go and it was very hard for him to settle down at church, 

at preschool, and even at home.  But there was one time during the day 

when he would sit quietly on the sofa with his favorite blanket, quiet and 

attentive.  It was during the TV show, “Mr. Rogers Neighborhood.”  Stephen 

didn’t know it, but Fred Rogers was a Presbyterian minister from Pittsburgh 

Presbytery!  That’s right.  But his congregation wasn’t a traditional church; it 

was made up of children all over the world.  Mr. Rogers took Jesus’ 

command to love our neighbors as ourselves very seriously.  The whole 

show was set in a neighborhood.  The theme song invited children to be his 
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neighbor.  And most of the show was about how we interact with our 

neighbors- unselfishly, patiently, and lovingly!  “Love your neighbor as your 

self” was the theological center of “Mr. Rogers Neighborhood.”  And I’m 

glad my son was able to tune in each day to absorb some of that message! 

 Jesus didn’t actually make this command up, you know.  He was 

quoting from the Old Testament, from Lev. 19:18, which says exactly the 

same thing.  All of Christian ethics- and whole libraries have been written 

about Christian ethics- all of it flows from this one basic concept:  Love your 

neighbor as yourself.  It’s the interpretive key to understanding what God 

requires from us in terms of how we treat one another. 

 One reason loving our neighbors is so important is that all of us need 

to be loved.  Many of you heard of the recent tragic death of actor Philip 

Seymour Hoffman, who was found dead in February of a heroin overdose 

at 46 years of age.  A year earlier, Hoffman played the part of Willy Loman, 

the disillusioned salesman from the play, “Death of a Salesman.”  In an 

interview with NPR, Hoffman said Willy Loman represents “the idea that 

you have a vision of what you’re supposed to be, or going to be, or where 

your kids are going to be- and that doesn’t work out.”  The role had a very 

personal effect on him.  He said, “It really seeps into why we’re here.  What 

are we doing, family, work, friends, hopes, dreams, careers, what’s 

happiness, what’s success, what does it mean, is it important, how do you 

get it… ultimately, what gets you up in the morning is to be loved.” 
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 Every person you know longs to be loved.  To know that someone 

cares about them, desires the best for them, wants to help them.  If people 

can’t find relationships that give them love, they will turn to other things to 

fill that void, no matter how destructive those things may be. 

 Another reason for this command is that each person we meet 

deserves to be loved!  They are made in the very image of God, even 

though that image is often distorted and obscured.  God loves them dearly, 

anyway.  As we learn to love God with everything we’ve got, we become 

more like God, loving all those around us. 

 Although knowing exactly how to love God and how to love our 

neighbors can be complex, I think the real issue is whether we’re 

committed to doing these things or not.  In his book, Early Christians in the 

Twenty-First Century, Chad Walsh puts it like this:  “Millions of Christians 

live in a sentimental haze of vague piety, with soft organ music trembling in 

the lovely light from stained-glass windows.  Their religion is a pleasant 

thing of emotional quiver, divorced from the intellect, divorced from the will, 

and demanding little except lip service to a few harmless platitudes.  I 

suspect that Satan has called off his attempt to convert people to 

agnosticism… It is much safer, from Satan’s point of view, to vaccinate a 

person with a mild case of Christianity so as to protect him from the real 

disease.”  In contrast, it takes real commitment to obey the first two 

commandments. 
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 I conclude with a troubling story.  Tamerlan Tsarnaev was the older 

of the two brothers who set off the bombs during the Boston Marathon 

about a year ago.  Three people were killed and 264 injured, some of them 

very seriously.  After Tamerlan was killed by police, no cemetery was 

willing to allow his body to be buried, fearing widespread protest.  And, no 

one wanted his body buried in their town. 

 Martha Mullen, a Christian, felt convinced in her heart that she 

needed to do something.  She began researching and contacting Islamic 

funeral services, eventually locating a Muslim cemetery in Doswell, Virginia 

that would accept Tamerlan’s body.  A reporter asked her why, as a total 

stranger to the Tsarnaev family, she chose to get involved at all, especially 

given the anger that might be directed at her. 

 Here is her answer: “It made me think of Jesus’ words, “Love your 

enemies,”... and Jesus tells us in the context of the Good Samaritan to 

“Love your neighbor as yourself,” and your neighbor is not just someone 

who you get along with but someone who is alien to you… If I’m going to 

live my faith then I’m going to (have to) do that which is uncomfortable… I 

feel like it was the right thing and it’s important to be true to the principles of 

your faith.” 

 Wow.  You may not agree with her decision, but you have to be 

impressed that Martha Mullen was making her decision in light of these 

great commandments that Jesus lifts up for us.  I know that challenges me!  
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How are you doing in weighing your decisions in light of the command to 

love God with everything you’ve got and your neighbor as yourself? 


