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March 25 
For Reflection: "Today, we remember not just Jesus' entry in to Jerusalem in the past, but also his entry in the future."  
Unknown 
 
Hebrew Scripture:  Deuteronomy 5:4, 6-22 
The Lord spoke with you face to face at the mountain, out of the fire. And he said: I am the Lord your God, 
who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; you shall have no other gods before 
me. You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or 
that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. You shall not bow down to them or 
worship them; for I the Lord your God am a jealous God, punishing children for the iniquity of parents, to 
the third and fourth generation of those who reject me, but showing steadfast love to the thousandth 
generation of those who love me and keep my commandments. You shall not make wrongful use of the 
name of the Lord your God, for the Lord will not acquit anyone who misuses his name. Observe the 
sabbath day and keep it holy, as the Lord your God commanded you. Six days you shall labor and do all 
your work. But the seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall not do any work—you, or your 
son or your daughter, or your male or female slave, or your ox or your donkey, or any of your livestock, or 
the resident alien in your towns, so that your male and female slave may rest as well as you. Remember 
that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the Lord your God brought you out from there with a 
mighty hand and an outstretched arm; therefore the Lord your God commanded you to keep the sabbath 
day. Honor your father and your mother, as the Lord your God commanded you, so that your days may be 
long and that it may go well with you in the land that the Lord your God is giving you. You shall not 
murder. Neither shall you commit adultery. Neither shall you steal. Neither shall you bear false witness 
against your neighbor. Neither shall you covet your neighbor’s wife. Neither shall you desire your 
neighbor’s house, or field, or male or female slave, or ox, or donkey, or anything that belongs to your 
neighbor. These words the Lord spoke with a loud voice to your whole assembly at the mountain, out of 
the fire, the cloud, and the thick darkness and he added no more. He wrote them on two stone tablets, 
and gave them to me.  
   
Gospel Reading:  Mark 12:28-34a                               
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?” Jesus answered, “The first is, ‘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.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.” Then the scribe said to him, 
“You are right, Teacher; you have truly said that ‘he is one, and besides him there is no other’; and ‘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.” When 
Jesus saw that he answered wisely, he said to him, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.”   
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Sermon: Raising the Banner  
 As we are learning, some of Jesus' teaching finds their way into different settings, in response to 
different questions, framed differently by the gospel authors, depending on their perspective and 
purposes.   In Mark's address of the "love your neighbor as yourself" text,  the most obvious difference 
from the way Luke handled it, as we considered last week, is that Mark does not include the parable of the 
Good Samaritan in the midst of the response.  But there are other differences.  Let's see what we can 
learn.   

Its location is different.  Last week, we heard one educated in the Law of Moses ask Jesus the 
secret to eternal life, placed in a string of teachings fairly early in Jesus' ministry.  Mark places it after 
Jesus' triumphant entrance into Jerusalem, making it an appropriate teaching for Palm Sunday and Holy 
Week.  

In Mark, a scribe, a person with a different role in the transmission of the faith, asked Jesus what 
was the first or greatest commandment.   He does not answer his own question.  Jesus' answer, while 
similar to the one recorded in Luke, is not identical.  Much more consistent with the weight of the Ten 
Commandments, Jesus' response here gives greater weight to the "first" commandment – that is the right 
awe and worship of God.   The questioner responded – telling Jesus that he had spoken rightly.  It is always 
nice when an expert in the field, which the scribe was, affirms the answer of the one publicly teaching.  In 
the scribe's echoing of Jesus' response, the scribe, like Jesus, emphasized the service and honor due to 
God and added neighbor care as a secondary response or second commandment.      

Both Jesus' and the scribe's responses to one another highlight something we often miss.  They 
were both steeped in the law of Moses, the laws of the Old Testament, if you will, and both of them lift up 
neighbor care as an obligation of the faithful.   Jesus might have provided the succinct and easily quotable 
version of the law, but he did not invent the faithful requirement to tend to our fellow humans with 
justice, mercy, generosity and compassion.    

Contrary to popular opinion, the Hebrew Scriptures do not go lightly on the treatment of and 
obligation to our neighbors.  Of the 154 references to neighbors in Scripture, 121of them are found in the 
Old Testament, many of which detail the consequences of not treating neighbors rightly and with justice.   
One of the benefits of studying Old Testament commandments with regard to the treatment of neighbors 
is that they provide highly specific instructions about how to respond to one's neighbor's spouse, 
property, and land.  They are specific about the provision of justice, the telling of the truth, and the 
treatment of those who work for us or over whom we otherwise have power.    The advantage of studying 
the Hebrew Scriptures in this regard is that it prevents us from slipping into a "mind-only love" – 
something that has feeling and lip service, but no action.    Contrary to popular opinion, the Greek 
Scriptures, the New Testament, do not go lightly on the proper awe and respect due to God, with a 
disproportionate emphasis on how we treat our fellow humans.  Rather, all of Scripture makes clear, the 
two are inextricably intertwined –one dependent upon the other – we cannot have one without the other.    

We can easily be distracted by words and phrases in complex presentations.  At one time or 
another, especially in our day, much is made of the phrase "love your neighbor as yourself," suggesting 
perhaps that we love our neighbors as much as we love ourselves, or that first we need to love ourselves.  
Without spending too much time on contemporary psychological knowledge and awareness, we can 
acknowledge that there are those people who need to develop self-regard, while also acknowledging that 
for most of us our inability to love our neighbors is not a function of our inability to love ourselves.  When 
it comes to self-love, Theologian Karl Barth once wrote, "God will never think of blowing on this fire, which 
is bright enough already."  

Instead of thinking of the "as" in "as yourself" to mean "as much as" our faith might be better 
served by thinking of it as loving our neighbors "in the same ways" as we love ourselves: being tolerant of, 
forgiving of, making time for, seeking to understand and accept, making excuses for and deeply desiring 
their good welfare as we do for ourselves.   
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Regardless of how we frame the commandments for our personal understanding and living, the 
constant repetition in all of our Scripture about the treatment of our neighbors, attests to two things – its 
importance and its difficulty.   Such attention is a hard thing to do and to maintain. We need constant 
reminders; we need examples; we need to practice.  As with all matters of faith, those which are 
challenging are easy to fall away from, to let go of as too hard or too unreasonable or to excuse ourselves 
because it is too superhuman an expectation.    Our attention to this text has risen in this season and in 
this year.  Of necessity, our attention will fall away again, as we turn our hearts and spirits to other aspects 
of faithful living or become simply, humanly weary from the effort.   

On this day, when we both celebrate and turn our hearts and spirits toward a trial and crucifixion, 
we are reminded that Palm Sunday's celebrations pass all too quickly – palms are trampled into ash, voices 
that shouted "hosanna" will all too soon be crying "Crucify him."  The people will fall away.  Like those 
earlier faithful, we too are human.  Our passions and convictions will rise and fall with health and energy, 
conflicting duty and the demands of life, the changing stages of life and the fears and concerns which 
beset us all. 

It is perhaps for this last reason that it is most appropriate to conclude our sermon series on this 
Palm Sunday – a day when palms are raised and hosannas are sung.  The weekly email hinted at a change 
in the building you were invited to seek.  Who found it?  Yes.  On this day, when the church raises palms in 
song and praise, we raised a banner on the front of the building proclaiming our commitment to "loving 
our neighbors as ourselves."    

The times and tides of human affairs creates circumstances when our attention must needs turn 
to specific texts.  The past few years in the world are the occasion which turned our attention to Christian 
treatment of neighbors.   Certainly the national and international events – violence against neighbor, 
forgetting the disabled,  leaving behind the poor,  hate and other inflammatory speech, reviling of 
foreigners, of different and even co-religionists… the list goes on  -- led us to seek direction in our 
Scriptures.  As I mentioned earlier, the Board was committed to a response which was both Christian, 
positive and was inclusive, not selective, from among our neighbors.   So it was that the theme of "Love 
your neighbor as yourself" arose and took shape.      

It is most important in days such as these to raise the banner of our convictions.  Our banner will 
not fall away this week; as we move toward Easter, it will remain --  a reminder of the endurance that faith 
and commitment require in dark and difficult days – a reminder that even in dark days such as these our 
God is working toward the life-giving purposes of Easter – even when it seems humans are not.    
 
Prayers for Others and Ourselves                        
Compassionate God:  We open our hearts, minds and spirits to you, so that our ministry in the days ahead 
might reflect your caring for the world. 

We pray for the ill and dying  

We pray for those who have lost loved ones to freak accidents, human violence and ravaging illness 

We pray for the hungry and homeless 

We pray for a world at war 

We pray for a planet under siege 

We pray that we might hear their call and know that they have need of us to come to them in your name 
and service                  

The Lord’s Prayer   


