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• The Lord spoke to Moses, saying, “You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God 
am holy.” There are two ways these words become true for us. We can try to 
make ourselves holy, through our own efforts as inspired by Jesus’ example. 
Or, God can make us holy, through the Holy Spirit’s redeeming grace. The 
curious thing is this: why we so often overlook God’s self-giving mission to 
transform us. For we often assume it’s up to us, to become whole. This is yet 
another example of how we neglect to consider Paul’s words, that God is at 
work within us. God is at work within us, to transform us into holiness. And 
God is at work among and through us, to transform the life of the world. 

• Made in God’s image and likeness, we enjoy coming up with ideas and 
projects; we like being creative; and we appreciate expressing ourselves 
and seeing the results of our action. All this would be fine and positive if we 
lived in harmony with God, and with God’s beautiful ordering of Creation. 
For then, we would see all things as God sees them, and we would perceive 
the pattern of the whole world, and not just the details of various parts. 

• But we don’t. By no longer living in harmony with God, we disregard God’s 
proper place in the symbolic Eden and we ignore God’s place at the center 
of the world. By putting ourselves at the center, our perspective 
overshadows God’s wisdom. As a result, we set things up in a problematic 
way. That is, if we are once again to have a relationship with God, we think 
that God will have to meet our expectations. God will need to meet our 
standards, and God will need to satisfy our tests. Until God does, our narrow, 
detail—focused, perspective obscures the divine perspective. We no longer 
see the unity and integrity of the whole Creation, and how everything holds 
together in Christ. 

• The approach of Pharisee scholar in our Gospel reflects the problematic 
posture I have been describing. The very fact that he and his friends feel the 
need to test Jesus, shows that they take him seriously. They recognize his 
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authority, even if they‘re not prepared to accept it. Rather than show by 
listening, how they might learn from him, they become challenging 
question-askers. Yet, with a more godly perspective, they might have asked a 
different question. They might have asked, “Teacher, what is the most 
important thing in all of life? How can we be on the path toward flourishing 
in God’s Kingdom?” But instead, they ask, "Teacher, which commandment in 
the law is the greatest?” In other words, they are asking a narrow question: 
which commandment among the 613 they have counted in the Torah, is the 
greatest? This is a set-up! Regardless of which one Jesus chooses, they can 
nail him for denigrating the others. 

• This is precisely why Jesus re-frames their question. And then he answers a 
different question, the one they should have asked: ‘How can we be sure 
we’re living in God’s Way of Kingdom flourishing?’ To which, he responds, 
"`You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, 
and with all your mind.' This is the greatest and first commandment. And a 
second is like it: `You shall love your neighbor as yourself.' On these two 
commandments hang all the law and the prophets.” Jesus’ statement is 
profound, and not just a way to circumvent his questioner. But what does he 
mean by this? 

• A good answer to this question is within an arm’s reach! I invite you to pick 
up the The Book of Common Prayer in the pew rack, and turn to p. 847. 
Here we find a section of the Catechism featuring The Ten Commandments. 
Notice how, on the bottom of p. 847, and on the top of p. 848, The Ten 
Commandments are arranged in two groups, the first containing 
commandments I - IV, and the second of commandments V - X. This two-
group pattern reflects Jesus’ answer about the greatest commandment. For, 
in his answer, he mentions two commandments, not just one. 
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• Given this, under the heading of “the Ten Commandments” on p. 847, look 
at the third question. Notice how, “What is our duty to God,” is connected 
with the first four commandments. And then, on p. 848, regarding the 
second group of commandments, we find the question, “What is our duty to 
our neighbors?” We see this same understanding depicted on the painted 
walls of many historic English Churches. The first four commandments, 
dealing with our duty to God, are often painted on the left-hand wall; and 
the next six, addressing our duty to our neighbors, are found on the right-
hand wall. Following Jesus, Christians for centuries have therefore read and 
understood The Ten Commandments as having two basic themes, the first 
addressing how we should revere God’s divinity, and the second with how 
we should respect the dignity of others.  

• All this helps us see Jesus’ essential point. We can’t divide up God’s 
Commandments, and presume the authority to lift one or more of them 
above the others. Noticing a natural distinction between two groups of 
commandments, we might say, “Of course, the ones about God come first!” 
But that’s not exactly what Jesus says. Rather than putting them in a 
hierarchical pattern, Jesus points to how all of God’s Commandments 
deserve respect. And then, he elevates the second group of six 
commandments to be of equal importance with the first four! This is 
remarkable. 

• Let’s take this one step further. With his propensity to see things whole, just 
as God sees things whole, Jesus refuses to approach God’s commandments 
in a piecemeal way. This is why he says we should love God with all our 
heart, all our soul, and with all our mind. By saying this, he’s not giving us a 
checklist of three different ways to love God. Instead, he sees us in a holistic 
way. And seeing us whole, Jesus challenges us to love God with our whole 
being, and not just with part of ourselves. 
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• In a similar way, when it comes to loving our neighbor, Jesus’ point is an 
encompassing one. Just as care for ourselves is essential to our well-being, 
so is care for our neighbor. It’s not simply a duty for us to love God, nor is it 
simply a duty to love our neighbor. Loving God and loving our neighbor are 
both essential to our spiritual well-being and flourishing.  

• If we seek to be whole, then we need to pursue loving in a holistic way. 
Jesus points to what it means to love in a holistic way. We love God with our 
whole being, just as a bride and groom commit to love one another with 
their whole being. Marriage is a symbol of Christ’s relationship with us, and 
vice versa. And so it is significant to remember what a bride and groom say 
to one another in the giving of rings. They say, “…with all that I am, and all 
that I have, I honor you…” How we honor one another in marriage, provides 
a helpful model for our relationship with God. For, as Jesus taught the 
Pharisee, we are called to honor the Lord with all that we are, and with all 
that we have. And, he calls us to love the whole world including our 
neighbors, in the same way. 
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Matthew 22:34-46 

When the Pharisees heard that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, they gathered together, and 
one of them, a lawyer, asked him a question to test him. “Teacher, which commandment in 
the law is the greatest?” He said to him, “’You shall love the Lord your God with all your 
heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This is the greatest and first 
commandment. And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ On these 
two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.” 

Now while the Pharisees were gathered together, Jesus asked them this question: “What do 
you think of the Messiah? Whose son is he?” They said to him, “The son of David.” He said 
to them, “How is it then that David by the Spirit calls him Lord, saying, 

‘The Lord said to my Lord,  
“Sit at my right hand,  
until I put your enemies under your feet”’? 

If David thus calls him Lord, how can he be his son?” No one was able to give him an 
answer, nor from that day did anyone dare to ask him any more questions. 

Notes: 
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