St. Columba’s Episcopal Church
October 31, 2021 – 23 Pentecost
Deuteronomy 6:1-9, Mark 12:28-34 – The Two Great Commandments
The Rev. Dr. Susan Kraus
“Is there anybody here who loves my Jesus? Anybody here who loves the Lord?
I want to know if you love my Jesus. I want to know if you love the Lord.” These words
are the refrain of an African American song, a beautiful song of witness to the love of
Christ. Love of God is clearly the theme of this morning’s readings from the Old
Testament book of Deuteronomy and from the Gospel of Mark.
It would be impossible to overestimate the importance of today’s passage from
Deuteronomy. It contains the first of the Ten Commandments given by God to Israel
through Moses. “Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord alone. You shall love
the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.”
Jewish people refer to this as “The Shema,” the Hebrew for its first word, “hear.”
Christians recognize this as the first of the Two Great Commandments which Jesus
emphasized throughout his ministry, the second being “You shall love your neighbor as
yourself.”
God’s people are taught to keep God’s commandments in their hearts; to recite
them to their children; to talk about them at home and away from home – that is,
everywhere; to remember them at the beginning and the end of every day. The verse
which reads “Bind them as a sign on your hand, fix them as an emblem on your
forehead, and write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates” has led to
several Jewish practices which you may know. When praying some Jewish men,
especially Orthodox Jews, wear phylacteries on their left arm and head. These are
small leather boxes containing scripture texts that are meant to be a reminder to keep
the commandments of God. A mezuzah is a small parchment scroll on which the
Hebrew words of the Shema are written. These scrolls are rolled up and affixed to the
doorposts of Jewish homes, reminding those who live there of their connection to God.
The message is “remember, remember, remember!”
In our lesson from Mark’s Gospel Jesus repeats the Two Great Commandments.
A scribe – someone learned in the teaching of Hebrew scripture – identifies keeping
these commandments as more important than offering sacrifices in the Temple. Jesus
replies, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.” We know from the record in the
Bible that Jesus attended worship at the Temple and in the synagogues. He did not
dismiss such worship as unimportant. But he agreed with the scribe. Obeying the
commandments to love God and our neighbors as ourselves is much more important.
The church today does well to remember this right relationship between religious ritual
and love taught by our Lord.
When we gather on Sunday morning here at St. Columba’s Church, I hope that
we are all growing in love for God, for our neighbors, and for ourselves. This is an
important hour, one of the 168 hours of the week when we intentionally meet with other

people who love the Lord. We come together to be reminded of God’s vision for
humanity and of God’s love and God’s promises, to express our love for God in our
prayers of praise, to bring our concerns before God, to be strengthened for the coming
week. We come for help – from God and from our neighbors – to grow in love.
I was talking recently to a member of another Christian denominationabout
church. We agreed that church isn’t “the kingdom of God.” We’re working on
becomingthe loving people God wants us to become, but we aren’t finished. Jesus told
the scribe that he was “not far from the kingdom of God.” We aspire to be close to the
kingdom of God, but we know we haven’t arrived. The man I spoke with shared an
interesting metaphor for church:“It’s a hospital for the wounded.”
I had this conversation when I was in the middle of writing this sermon. His
metaphor for church fit perfectly with what I was about to write. Church needs to be a
safe place, just as a hospital needs to be a safe place. I feel very strongly about this.
Church needs to be a place where we can open ourselves to God, to pour out our
hearts to God and to receive God’s love. Being open means being vulnerable. I don’t
believe that God will hurt us. But I know from my own experience and from what others
have shared with me over the years how deeply people can hurt one another in church.
That cannot be what God wants for the people in God’s hospital for the wounded!
I have the impression from my short acquaintance with you that at St. Columba’s
people support and care for one another very much. You have certainly been kind to
me, welcoming me and expressing your gratitude for my work. Your kindness is
“strengthening medicine” that I appreciate deeply. I hope that you are strengthening
one another often with encouragement and appreciation and love – in words, in deeds,
and in prayer. We need each other’s help to walk in the way of love.
Our times are dark and the world is full of hatred and violence and lies, greed
and misuse of power. The church can be a beacon of light in dark times. We don’t hide
from the reality of the forces of darkness. After all, what could be darker than the cross
of Christ? We bear witness to the reality of the darkness. But we uphold the light of
Christ, for what light could be brighter than the light of his resurrection? It is important
that we are here to proclaim the message that the light of Christ is never overcome by
darkness, never. It is important that we gather together to remember that there is
another way to live, not the way of the world but the way of love. This church is like our
base camp where we are strengthened and renewed to go into the world to live in love
and light, to stand up for God’s kingdom, to be faithful witnesses of Christ. The darker
the times and the harder it is to live with love for our neighbors, the more we need to be
a strong witness here to God’s way of love. Jesus said to his followers, “You are the
light of the world.” God has called us to be the light, in this place and in this time, for
one another and for the world.
“Is there anybody here who loves my Jesus? Anybody here who loves the
Lord?” I know you love my Jesus. I know you love the Lord. In Jesus’ name. Amen.

