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Mark 12: 28-34, All Saints 
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 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 love him with all the 
heart, and with all the understanding, 33and with all the strength,’ and ‘to 
love one’s neighbor as oneself,’ – this is much more important than all whole 
burnt offerings.” 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. 
 
 Thomas Merton, an American Trappist monk, mystic and theologian 

once wrote, “The more we are alone with God the more we are with one 

another, in darkness, yet a multitude.” Merton believed that the closer we 

draw to God, the closer we draw to one another, especially in the midst of our 

pain and brokenness. Our “ultimate perfection” Merton writes, “is not a 

heaven of separate individuals, each one viewing his own private intuition of 

God; it is a sea of love which flows through the One Body of all the elect, all 

the angels and saints, and their contemplation would be incomplete if it were 

not shared, or if it were shared with fewer souls, or with spirits capable of 

less vision and less joy.” We belong to one another, Merton believed, because 

we belong to God.   

 In today’s text, we find a scribe who has come upon Jesus while he is 

being questioned, first by a group of Pharisees and then by a group of 

Sadducees. Whenever we hear of the Pharisees or the Sadducees in the gospel 



 

texts, it’s safe to assume there’s some challenge involved. Likewise, when a 

scribe is mentioned, it’s usually fair to assume that there will be an 

interaction meant to trip up the one being questioned. Today, we read the 

account of the only positive interaction with a scribe throughout the entirety 

of the New Testament. This particular scribe hears Jesus answering the 

Pharisees and Sadducees well and he asks him, “Which commandment is the 

first of all?”   

 This is a common question for discussion at the time. In the first five 

books of the Old Testament, the Jewish Torah, there are a lot of laws; 613 

commandments. There’s significant debate about the weight of each 

commandment, which commandments are considered, “heavy” and which are 

considered “light,” which are the most important to follow and which have a 

little more leeway in them because obviously, not all 613 are the most 

important.   

 We know that the Pharisees, the Sadducees, and the scribes all had 

different understandings regarding the commandments. And, we know that 

Jesus has interpreted many of the commandments differently than any of the 

three groups. So, here we have an interaction between two men who are 

worthy theological opponents. And yet, they clearly have a respect for one 

another. They find themselves talking above the ideological divides as they 

engage in a kind of communication that has something of a redemptive power 

about it. They are not trying to prove one another wrong, or trying to outwit 

one another, or trying to trick the other into saying something they shouldn’t.  

No, this scribe is not testing Jesus, but instead inviting him to the table of 

theological discourse. Likewise, Jesus responds in a way that is unguarded 

and direct, without parables or riddles, in a way that creates safe space for 

honest conversation across divides. This interaction between Jesus and the 

scribe is a witness to the greatest commandment.   



 

 Jesus answers the scribe’s question of which is the first commandment 

by saying, “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 this, you shall love your 

neighbor as yourself.”   

 It is fitting that we would hear these words today. For those of you who 

have heard me talk about preaching on the pre-assigned “lectionary” texts for 

each Sunday and have wondered whether I ever feel constrained by the 

assigned texts … I would answer that any constraint I feel gets erased by 

how the Spirit moves on weeks like this. The commandment Jesus recites is 

better known to the Jewish community as The Shema. “Hear, O Israel: the 

Lord our God, the Lord is one.” It is so critically important to the identity of 

the Jewish people that they are commanded to recite this prayer three times 

each day. The message is clear, the Lord our God is one … and because our 

God is one … we must be one. There is no greater commandment for us to 

hear this week.   

 So, there was a picture that was making the rounds this week … you 

may have seen it online, or on Facebook … or, you know, on the front page of 

the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel. It was a large-ish photo of a young-ish 

woman, with purple hair, wearing a clergy collar. It’s pretty clear in the 

photo that she’s in pain and grieving. There are tears in her eyes, even a tear 

running down her cheek. Many of the copies, because they were printed on 

newsprint, give the impression that ALL of my mascara was running down 

my cheeks in some very ODD patterns … but to set the record straight … I 

avoid that reality by wearing waterproof mascara!   

 In all honesty, the photo was taken last Monday night, at a vigil held at 

Congregation Beth Israel Ner Tamid, a Jewish Synagogue in Glendale. Over 

1800 people gathered that night to remember and to grieve the murder of 11 



 

Jewish men and women in Pittsburg last Saturday as they gathered to 

celebrate the Sabbath and to name and dedicate a little baby boy. It is 

difficult for us to even comprehend the grief and fear that such violence has 

created for the Jewish Community. Last year, there was a 60% increase in 

the number of anti-Semitic threats made in our country. The Milwaukee 

Jewish Federation has received two bomb threats in the past year. The 

violence last Saturday was the act of a complete stranger targeting those 

worshipping because they were Jewish. And in the last week, an arsonist set 

fire to seven Brooklyn synagogues and Jewish schools while vandals spray 

painted swastikas and hate speech on, not just the outside, but also the 

inside of other Jewish places of worship.   

Congregation Beth Israel Ner Tamid – it means, house of Israel of the 

eternal flame – and I can tell you that on Monday night the flame that 

burned brightly in that holy space was one of unity, even in the midst of 

darkness.   

 “The more we are alone with God,” Merton wrote, “the more we are with 

one another, in darkness, yet a multitude.” And on Monday night, that was 

apparent. People of many, many faiths were present that night – Christians 

of all stripes and denominations, Muslims, Sikhs, Hindus, Buddhists … we 

all gathered to join our Jewish family members in the darkness of grief and 

anguish, in their prayers of lament, and, as a multitude, in their songs of 

hope and their calls for a different future.   

 I will tell you, on Tuesday morning, when I realized that my photo was 

on the front page of the Journal Sentinel I was overwhelmed and very 

conflicted. Why was a picture of a white, Gentile woman who happened to 

show up, one of the two photos used to represent a prayer vigil held at a 

Jewish synagogue!? There are so many other people for whom this violence 



 

and lament is far closer to home. Later in the week someone said to me, “your 

face held the pain and compassion that we were all feeling in that moment.”   

 “Hear O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one.” Jesus and the scribe; 

two men from very different perspectives, stand together in dialogue and in 

faith to say that our God is one, and because our God is one, we will love God 

with all we’ve got, and because we love God with all we’ve got, we will love 

our neighbor as ourselves.   

 It’s easy to say.  It’s much more difficult to do.  It requires we know our 

neighbor. It requires we know our neighbor enough that we know our 

neighbor’s pain and fear. It requires we know our neighbor enough that their 

pain is our pain and that their fear, unsettles us so much that we act to 

create safety for them as we would for our own family members; because they 

are our family members. “Hear O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one.”  

 Today, as we gather to worship, to celebrate Holy Communion, we also 

gather to remember and give thanks for all who have gone before us. As we 

observe All Saints Day, we recognize that we have not come to this place 

alone. We follow in a long line of people who have lived and loved God, and 

who have died and gone on before us. Often, we think of saints as people who 

were perfect, who had no flaws, no doubts, no moments of uncertainty or 

wavering. But today, we recognize that that is no what makes a saint. Saints 

are not perfect people of faith – they are faithful people amidst the 

imperfections of the world. Saints are those who have loved God and loved 

their neighbor.   

 When we gather at this Communion table, we are called to remember 

those we have loved and who have loved us. We are called to remember those 

with whom we have gathered around the table. Not just this Communion 

table, but also around coffee tables and boardroom tables, around kitchen 

tables and meeting tables, around dinner tables and workroom tables. When 



 

we gather here, we are called to remember all of those who have gone before 

us … some whom we do not even know by name. When we gather here, we 

remember all of the faithful, from the entirety of our human family, for “the 

Lord our God, the Lord is one” and as Merton reminds us, “Our ultimate 

perfection is not a heaven of separate individuals … it is a sea of love which 

flows through the One Body of all the elect, all the angels and saints ….”   

 So, Jesus answers the scribe by saying that loving God and loving 

neighbor is most important. And the scribe answers by saying, “You are right 

Teacher … this is much more important than all whole burnt offerings and 

sacrifices.” In answering Jesus this way, the scribe critiques his own corner of 

the religious world and in so doing, in attempting to love God with heart and 

soul, with mind and strength, he loves religion less. His love of God and his 

love of neighbor become more important than any division and Jesus tells 

him, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.”   

 On Monday night, over 1800 people held hands and lifted them up to 

the heavens. In our attempt to love God and love our neighbor, people of all 

faiths and theological backgrounds and political persuasions raised our hands 

to say that in darkness, we are a multitude … and we belong to one another, 

because we belong to God.   

 I believe that we do not stand alone today. I believe that we are called 

to ensure that our neighbors know they do not stand alone today, or any day.  

And, I believe that if we love God and love our neighbor, we too will hear 

Jesus say, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.” May it be so, Amen.   

  


