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Mark 12:28-34
28 One 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.

Scribe’s Story
(today we are honored to have a scribe with us.  He currently lives in Jerusalem, and has worked with some great rabbis and teachers over the years, and we invited him here to tell a story he feels everyone should hear.  Please welcome Theodorus ben Josephus the scribe)

Greetings from Jerusalem.  Thank you for having me here today.  I would like to share and experience I had recently when I met an incredible person, someone unlike anyone I have ever met before.

First, you need to understand recently in my life I had been feeling overwhelmed by the stresses of the world, empty and lost.  I was feeling out of sorts, unfulfilled.  I was looking for some help.  So, one day I decided to go to the temple – as a scribe it is a place I know, I am comfortable with and sometimes find wisdom and direction there.  As I walked in, there was this huge commotion.  Some of the Rabbis and other religious leaders were debating the law and all the different rules we have and how to interpret them.  Now, if you know the Temple, this was not anything too unusual; but that day it seemed a little more heated than other days.  In the midst of all this commotion, I saw one man in particular who was on the hot seat.  He looked familiar; I knew I had seen him before walking around with a group of followers; and also in the Temple.  He was being peppered with all sorts of aggressive questions; and he handled them with a grace, presence, and wisdom I had not felt or heard before.  He was different.  He had an authority that seemed to come from a different place.  I hoped he could help me.  

But I debated whether or not I should approach him because I shouldn’t have been lost.  I should have been all set.  After all, I knew the law.  As a scribe I had studied and copied the Scriptures.  I knew all 613 precepts and laws which need to be followed to keep us in God’s presence.  I was doing my best to follow them and make the proper sacrifices.  I made burnt offerings regularly at the Temple.  I said the right words and the right prayers at the right time each day.  So, I should have been satisfied – should have been connected to God.  And yet, I still felt empty.  There was something missing deep inside of me.  I studied and studied but still couldn’t figure it out.  It felt so complicated, so complex with the rules, regulations, requirements, the “do this” and “don’t do that’s”.  I kept thinking, is this what God had intended for us – simply to know the law and follow it?  That didn't feel right to me.  I couldn’t shake the idea: what was I missing?  There has to be more – something deeper – more basic.  I wanted to know why some people in life are willing to sacrifice and risk everything, even their very lives, for strangers – for people they have never met.  Why do some people choose to risk their lives daily to serve, protect, save and keep safe?  I felt in my heart and soul, when you cut through all the commentaries and laws, what was the basic, bottom line to all this?  What did I really need to know to live right?  What was most important?  After being with this rabbi for a moment I thought maybe he might know.

So, being desperate and tired I approached him.  I said: Excuse me teacher, but I need to ask you a question, please.  I am really searching for some answers.  Real answers.  I don’t know where else to turn.  I have watched you, and I have listened to you and quite frankly, there is something very different about you.  You speak with an authority and wisdom, a presence that is striking.  Rabbi, when you answer questions, you do so in a way people can understand, a way that connects with people’s hearts – not just their heads.  You really seem to know and understand the truth, the right way.  I feel like I can trust you – and I can trust you to help me.  You see I am looking for a foundation – the place I can start from and return to.  The place that will carry me through the tough times as well as the joyful times.  I am longing for insights into how I can be fulfilled as a person, and how I can have rich relationships.  I want to understand and know the rock that is the foundation of hopeful, hope filled, peaceful positive living.  So, what can you tell me?  What do I really need to know and understand to live life right?


After a short pause, this Rabbi, Jesus was his name, smiled.  He told me my question was a rich and wonderful question.  He was glad that I was even thinking about this and that he appreciated my sincerity in wanting to know the truth.  He said that I already knew the answer in my heart.  He said most people already did, but they were just too busy or too tired or too afraid to acknowledge it.  The answer, he said, was simple, though perhaps not easy.  Then he answered my question by saying the following:  “The first, the most important, the guiding principle is this – the LORD is our God, the LORD is the one.  Each of us must love the LORD our God with every bit of us – our heart, our soul, our mind, our strength.  It is important that we Trust God with every part of us and our lives.  And just as important as that is this: we must love our neighbor as ourselves – be kind and compassionate, use nice words, be giving, sacrifice, put others first.  Everything – the law, the prophets, everything we need to know and say, hangs on doing these two things – and they go hand in hand.”

I remember being astounded.  He was right – I did already know this.  After all, he was reciting a prayer which we call the Shema.  It is something we say twice per day.  It is right out of the Scriptures, in the book of Deuteronomy.  But, when he said it, it sounded different.  It sounded more important, more real.  I am not sure why.  Perhaps because he put loving God together with the idea of loving our neighbors as ourselves.  I have heard that one a million times as well.  We pray that daily, because it is from the Scriptures as well, the book of Leviticus.  But I had never tied them together.  I remember thinking that this guy is amazing – he gets, he is it.  I need to spend more time with this guy.

Then, without thinking, I hugged him.  I walked right over and gave him a big hug.  He was a little surprised, but he seemed okay with it.  Then I said to him, “Rabbi, you are right.  You are so right.  That’s what is important.  That is what true living is all about.  That is what eternal life is all about.  Living in such a way that we love God and love the people around us.  Living so that ever fiber of our beings, our feelings, our thoughts, our words, our deeds, when we get up and when we go to sleep, our deepest wants and needs – all these go toward loving each person around us – no matter what they look like or where they are from; and loving God.  I said: thank you Rabbi, I finally understand that the good life, the peaceful life, the fulfilled and joyful life, the life God created us to live, happens when we love God with all of our being – which must include loving those around us.  I now understand that life is lived correctly when we love our neighbors – when we sacrifice for them and focus on their needs as much as we focus on our own.”  And sisters and brothers, as I look around here today that is exactly how your friends here who are First Responders and Veterans have lived their lives.  They have sacrificed so much for their neighbors – in ways we can never understand.  They continually live out Jesus’ amazing commandment.  They are wonderful role models and we thank them.

And then as I was leaving, Jesus said something I will never forget – he put his hand on my shoulder and said “my son, I love you; you are trying hard and you are so close to living fully in the kingdom.  Stick with it”.  As I walked away, that was ringing in my ears.  “You are not far from the kingdom.”  I remember thinking, who me?  Not far from the kingdom?  No one had ever told me that before.  That felt good.  That inspired and encouraged me.  I could tell he trusted me to be part of the kingdom, to go and do the work of kingdom building.  Suddenly through his love, because I knew I was loved, I walked away feeling empowered, worthy, and able.

So now I am sharing my story with those around me.  I tell this story, because I believe that there is much to be done in this world.  Mouths to feed, souls to be fed, hearts to be mended, lives to be transformed.  I believe it all starts with love and by knowing how much God loves each of us.  I believe God loves each of us with a love that we cannot fully understand.  God sees us and smiles and laughs with joy.  And out of that love, that loves which overcomes everything, I feel my life being transformed into a life which can love God and my neighbors with all my heart, all my soul, all my strength and all my mind.  It is an amazing, inspiring place from which to live life.  Knowing you are loved by God is a powerful way to live.  My prayer is that you too can know, understand, and live your life out of the same place – out of knowing that God loves you and there is nothing you can do about it.  It is awesome.  Thank you.
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