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[Cover eyes with hand, cantor loudly]  

Shma Yisra'el Adonay Eloheynu Adonay Echad. 

[shma yis-ra-eal ah-doo-nie elo-hay-nu ah-doo-nie ech-ha-ad] 

[Uncover eyes, speak quietly]  

Ba-ruch sheim k'vod mal-chu-to [l'o-lam va-ed]. 

[Bah-rue-chk shame kah-vohd mal-hchue-toe lay-oh-lam vah-ed] 

 

The first line that I tried to cantor in Hebrew and covered my eyes as is the 

Jewish practice similar to Moses when he encountered God. 

The words are from Deuteronomy 6:4, which in English is: 

“Hear O Israel: the Lord is our God, the Lord alone.” 

It is the beginning of the Jewish confession of faith called the Shema.  It is 

called that because, as you heard earlier, Shema means “hear” or 

“listen”, which is the first word in the verse.   

But also, in Deuteronomy’s idiom, it means to obey. It is an imperative 

more like, “Listen up!” or “Hear this!” and “Do this!” 

The second line, which I spoke in undertones, in English is:  

“Blessed be the Name of His glorious kingdom for ever and ever.” 

It is actually not part of this passage from the Torah.  In fact, it doesn't even 

appear anywhere in the Bible. It's a congregational response from the 

days of the Temple: whenever the High Priest would say the Divine 

Name, the people would respond with this line. Today, it is not said 

aloud except during Yom Kippur services. The rest of the time, it is 

read only in an undertone. 
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This is somewhat analogous to us concluding the Lord’s Prayer with “and 

thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory forever”, which 

also does not appear in Bible, unlike the rest of the prayer. 

The part of the Deuteronomy passage you heard me speak earlier, which 

was verses four to nine, constitutes the first part of the Shema.  

Deuteronomy 11:13–21 and Numbers 15:37–41 comprise the second 

and third parts. 

Because verse 7 from today’s passage and verse 19 from the second part of 

the Shema in chapter 11, specifically say to speak of these things 

"when you lie down and when you rise up", the Shema is recited as 

part of both evening and morning prayers. 

Since the martyr Rabbi Akiba in the 2nd century AD, the Shema has been 

uttered by Jewish martyrs throughout the ages as their final 

profession of faith in the one God of humankind and their love for 

him. Pious Jews hope to die with the words of the Shema on their 

lips. 

Though not exclusively, a large part of the discrimination and persecution 

of the Jews in the past 2,000 years was done by Christians or so-

called Christian nations.  

Even Martin Luther started off as a supporter of the Jews saying they had 

been wrongly treated by the Catholics, but when Jews didn’t convert 

with the more “authentic” Christianity that was Protestantism, he 

turned on them with vitriol near the end of his life. 

Sadly, his views and writings on this score were taken up and amplified 400 

years later by the Nazis, leading to the Holocaust.   
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I say this not to be a “gotcha” critic, but because we always need to keep our 

focus on what we are called to be and do with Yahweh as our God—

which is stated in the next verse: 

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your 

soul, and with all your might. Keep these words that I am 

commanding you today in your heart.” 

While these are familiar words, it is useful to point out the context here.  In 

the ancient Near East similar language was used in treaties.  In those 

cases, to say you will “love” one’s sovereign was to be loyal to him.  

That is, to obey the stipulations of his covenant, to fight alongside 

him against his enemies, and to be faithful in paying tribute to him. 

So, in a similar vein, to “love” God as one would “love” a human sovereign 

entails primarily action, not emotion. To love is to be faithful and 

loyal in fulfilling the obligations of the covenant.  The emphasis here 

is on obedience, complete devotion is commanded—for our own good.   

Now Deuteronomy does use “love” with affection many times, but love is 

never emotions-minus-ethics.  You demonstrate love for God by what 

you do and what you don’t do–that is, how you do or do not obey–not 

merely by how you do or do not feel. 

Now “doing” for God can mean different things to different people.  The 

Jewish religious leaders, starting with Moses, ended up with 613 laws 

to follow, some more important than others, some very specific and 

some very broad.  So, the scribes, Pharisees, and others had genuine 

debates about how to follow and apply all the laws. 

Which brings us to today’s gospel passage from Mark.  Jesus has been 

debating Pharisees, Herodians, Sadducees, and scribes who have 
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been trying to test and entrap him because they feared his growing 

influence with the people and his unique take on what it meant to 

follow Yahweh. 

Today’s story has parallels in Matthew and Luke, where it is a Pharisee and 

a lawyer discussing what is the greatest commandment, but it both 

cases it is to test Jesus.  In other words, they were not seeking insight 

or an interchange of ideas, but hoping to entangle him. 

In Mark, though, it is a scribe who, having seen all the disputing and how 

Jesus has been answering, decides sincerely—and I would say 

courageously—to really see what this rabbi has to say.  Because the 

scribes as a group were intimately involved in the conspiracy to kill 

Jesus, so this guy is risking the wrath of his cohorts at best.    

The scribe asks, “Which commandment is the first of all?”  Unlike in 

Matthew and Luke, here in Mark Jesus first invokes the Shema, 

“Hear, O Israel,” from Deuteronomy 6:4–5.  

He structures it like the First of the Ten Commandments: first, an assertion 

of who God is and to whom God is (that is to Israel); then, a 

command issued on the basis of that identity: to love God with all 

one’s being — God and no other.  

And then, coming out of this primary identity of Yahweh as Israel’s God 

and the command to love this God alone, Jesus appends the 

corresponding neighbor-ethic from Leviticus 19:18, “You shall love 

your neighbor as yourself.” Because for Jesus there is no relationship 

with God without a relationship with people.  You cannot love one 

without the other.  They are intimately connected. 
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The reason to love one's neighbor is an outgrowth of the energy that comes 

from the love relationship with God. A relationship founded in the 

love of God but that does not find expression in love of neighbors is 

misplaced love. It is not complete.  Love of God and love of neighbor 

are coupled together, they are reciprocal—loving one causes you to 

love the other. 

What is remarkable in Mark is the scribe’s response.  Not only does he get 

it, but restates it, as a good listener should (and from Mark’s 

perspective to drive home the point with his readers).   

The scribe then voluntarily adds on that “this is much more important than 

all whole burnt offerings and sacrifices.”  Neither he nor Jesus say 

offerings should stop, but that, essentially, we should worry less about 

doing things right and more about doing the right things.   

In both commandments, we hear Jesus teaching (and the scribe affirming) 

a selfless love. A gift of word and deed. This is to live as God intended 

us to live in relationship with the God of all creation and the person 

whom God has created in God’s own image. 

And like Jesus and this scribe, we do it whether we are popular or not with 

others.  You wouldn’t think it would be controversial to promote 

loving others as part of loving God, but it is with many Christians 

today, such as trying to address structural inequities in society, to do 

justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly with God.   

True devotion to the One God means that we stand where God stands and 

challenge all dignity-denying behavior to all people, in all places, at all 

times.  Ours is not to judge others; ours is to love others by word and 

deed.  Even—or especially—those we don’t like much. 
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When we surrender ourselves as Jesus did, it becomes possible to serve the 

living God with a living faith. 

After the scribe responds verse 34 says, “When Jesus saw that he answered 

wisely, he said to him, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.”” 

Since the scribe gave the perfect response, you might wonder why he not 

quite at the kingdom of God.   

It may be because Jesus is referencing his death and resurrection before the 

kingdom come.   

Or foreshadowing Paul in that “all have sinned and fallen short of the glory 

of God.” 

 Or maybe it’s just Jesus saying, “You heard well.  Now show it—go and do.” 

So I say to you, “Hear, O children of God.  The Lord is our God.  Go and 

love the Lord and your neighbor with your whole being in all that you 

say and all that you do.” 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 

 


