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    Sometimes stereotypes can be helpful, and sometimes not.  If I say the word Newfoundlander, a stereotypical image might come to mind.  Or a Vancouverite.  A banker.  An IT specialist.  A farmer.  An athlete.  A chef. A minister.  Evangelical.  Fundamentalist.  Liberal.  Social activist.  Each of these words is loaded with images and for better or for worse, we group a number of characteristics together and apply them to that word.  They become stereotypical because often times there is at least some truth to this grouping of characteristics. But there are lots of exceptions to every stereotype.

The passage from Mark today puts us immediately in the context of stereotype.  A scribe approaches Jesus and asks Him a question.  As soon as we read the word scribe, the red  flag goes up.  Scribes, Pharisees, and Saducees were the Jewish religious establishment.  They were always trying to trap Jesus into saying something that would erode His credibility.  They were always hoping that  Jesus would  contradict Himself.  They would build a case against him as NOT  being the Messiah, the Son of God, the long awaited one. We feed into stereotypes.  So when we hear the word Scribe, our antennae go up….the enemy of Jesus!  But there is something different about this scribe.  This scribe seems to be an exception to the stereotype. He  seems to be intrigued by Jesus.  Is his interest genuine, or  feigned?  There is enough in his speech and his mannerisms to solicit Jesus into engaging him in a dialogue.   The scribe is open to questioning, to reflecting,  to listening.  We need to suspend our tendency to judge this man harshly here.

 He asks  of Jesus, “Which commandment is the first of all?  Which commandment is the most important, the greatest?”  His question seems to be legitimate.

“Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul,  mind, and  strength.”  And without even being asked, Jesus continues, as if anticipating the scribes’ follow up question.  “And the second greatest is this – Love your neighbour as yourself.” 

We often refer to these as the greatest and the second greatest commandment, but there is a danger is separating these two commandments.  The first commandment is essentially connected to the second.  

The first commandment -  “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength.”  There can be a love of God which trespasses into self-indulgence and mere religious obsession.  You and I have both met people who are so focused on God that they ignore everyone and everything around them.  They obsess on their relationship with God and they miss His call to live outside of ourselves as a servant to one another.  This is often referred to as a vertical faith.  “Me and God, me and God, get out of my way, me and God”.

It makes sense, that if you take Scripture seriously, and if you love God in a healthy way, if you engage your mind, then  love for your  neighbour will be an unavoidable consequence.   Love of God and love of neighbour are inseparable.  It is God’s call upon our lives.  To love Him and to love one another.  Again and again, it is about the heart of a servant and that is what we see repeatedly in the life of Christ.  Jesus models this for us.  Because of our relationship with God, we serve one another.  

And then the scribe, after agreeing with Jesus’ response, makes reference to something that was an engrained part of his religious practice and tradition – sacrificial burnt offerings.  The scribe is doing something very significant here.  He  re-prioritizes the elements of his religious life and the grounding of his faith.  He declares that loving God and loving one another is so much more important than the tradition of  the rituals of the church – the ritual of sacrificial burnt offerings.


It seems obvious to us.  The sacrifice of burnt offering is ridiculous.  When is the last time you killed the fatted calf, or roasted the best lamb on the family altar? The best calf, sheep, pigeon – bleeding and burning animals is sacrificial offering was the expected and accepted means of demonstrating our love of God.   But let’s move this into this century.  We give each other things as expressions of our love.  We give our spouses gifts.  Our children too, and our friends.  And we give things to the church….our time, our talent, our treasure.  All gift giving can be motivated by love.  Gift giving is often an expression of  love and devotion.  The danger is that it might become a replacement for true devotion, and true service, the essence of those first two commandments.  “Things”  can take the place of heart, and passion, and commitment.  We can run the risk of replacing genuine love and devotion with ‘things’ – sacrificial burnt offering, ritual, tradition.

The message throughout Scripture, from Old to New Testament, is that all things, become inadequate.  It is ourselves, our hearts, our souls that God wants.  It is a move from sacrificial burnt offerings to real love.  It is love that matters.    This is not something that we don’t all already know.  It is just moving closer and closer to the reality to which God calls us.  The scribe was moving in that direction in this private conversation with Jesus. 

There is an old cliché that ‘no one has ever heard anyone on their deathbed say,  “I wish I had spent more time at the office”.’  

Imagine being on your deathbed and knowing that you gave God your money, your time, your talent, but you did not give God your heart.  Imagine being on your deathbed knowing that you learned the 
Bible forward and backward, and you were so ecstatic about your relationship with God, but became so aware that you had no time to serve your church, to serve your community, to serve your family, to serve a stranger.

The scribe looked at Jesus and he said, “To love God with all your heart and all understanding and all your strength, and to love one’s neighbour as oneself – this is much more important than any burnt offerings and sacrifices or gifts.”

When Jesus saw that he answered wisely, he said to him, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.”

Amen   
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