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We all know what it’s like to be approached by a critical questioner. As a matter of fact, it’s become quite popular in news programs such as “60 Minutes.” The camera moves in close, and you know they’re preparing for a “zinger.” “Mr. Smith, have you stopped cheating your employees by stealing their pensions?” Sweat drips from Smith’s face, and how can he answer such a query? If he says yes, then he’s admitted he did cheat them. If he answers no, then he implies that he’s still cheating them! 

Or, think about our interest in the so-called “perp” (for perpetrator) walk. In the midst of flashing cameras and intrusive microphones, the questions tumble forth. Thus Chris Brown is asked, “Are you sorry you hit Riana?” How do you answer such a question? No means you’re not at all sorry you hit her. Yes means you’re admitting guilt, something your lawyer has just told you not to do! Oh, we all know about the entrapping questioner. 

While Jesus had his share of antagonists, that’s not the case here. The scribe, unlike the other questioners in this section of Mark, approaches Jesus respectfully and treats him as a fellow rabbi and colleague. In a courteous bit of dialogue, he asks Jesus’ take on which of the 613 commandments was above the others in terms of being of a different order. (In my youth, when someone said something impressive, we might say, “that’s really heavy, man.” That’s the idea here. Which commandment is really heavy?) 

Jesus answered with something the faithful of his day recited every morning and evening. “Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; and you shall love the Lord your God with everything you are.” But then he added: “The second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’” 

One love for one God—it was challenging then, and it’s challenging today. 

In Jesus’ day, they certainly started off wanting to love God; but instead of faith, religion emerged. A study of the whole of Mark’s gospel gives us a pretty good idea for recognizing religion when we see it: institutions, procedures, correct offerings, doctrines, debates, being right and proving others wrong, rankings, commands, coercion, and mandates—these are the hallmarks of religion. I would summarize it as the desire for being right. And what gets lost in religion is Jesus’ accent on being right. 

According to Mark, the desire to be right (religion) put Jesus on the cross. 

Well whew, aren’t you glad we don’t have that problem anymore (said sarcastically). 

It’s not that the words are hard to understand, as in a song or something. Did you know that misunderstanding a song’s lyrics has its own word now—a mondegreen. In the sixties writer Sylvia Wright recalled a poem in which it was said, “And they laid him on the green,” meaning valley. She, however, heard “and Lady Mondegreen.” Not knowing what to call this phenomenon, she named it after the poem. 

Modegreens happen all the time in church. A child, asked her favorite hymn, remembered “Gladly the Cross I bear” as “Gladly, the cross-eyed Bear.” Who can forget the Credence Clearwater Revival song in which they sing, “there’s a bad moon on the rise,” heard everywhere as “there’s a bathroom on the right.” 

But “easily misunderstood” isn’t the case here. Jesus clearly points the way to move from being right (religion), to being right (faith). This passage isn’t hard to understand, but it’s pretty hard to “stand under”! In our day, as well as Jesus’, ritual can lose its reason, and relationship can lose its love. Judaism has no monopoly on legalism and dry formality. 

The good news is that when Jesus saw that he answered wisely, he said to him, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.” Now what prompted this? After all, didn’t he just repeat back what Jesus had already said? If you look carefully, he added that following the great commandment is “more than all whole burnt offerings and sacrifices.” A whole burnt offering is one in which the whole animal is burned and sent heavenward. A sacrifice is an offering wherein the priest and worshipper have a barbeque with God. Now all the scribe need do to enter the Kingdom of God is follow Jesus to the cross. There he will witness one who, in God’s love, gives his whole life a ransom for all. There he will see the one who shares his body, given for you and me that we might have life. And seeing that great love, he will be compelled to say just like the Roman centurion, “Truly this man was the Son of God!” 

I think there’s good news here for us as well. Today’s church and today’s Christians are so often like sailors trying to get the boat moving by rowing or blowing as hard as we can. But on the cross, Jesus created a powerful breeze into which we can lift our sails, and let His love just carry us along. And how do we do that, you might ask? We do it by simply learning to love God. 

I think about the glorious sunshine yesterday. When God gives a gift, God gives to everyone—both the grateful and the ungrateful. As I learn to love such a Creator, I feel my own sails filling with the power of the Holy Spirit. 

And then I think about loving others as I love myself. How many of you have thought about your left big toe this morning? Anyone? Well, how about if you had dropped a cinderblock on that toe while wearing thin house-shoes? What if it were throbbing right now, and turning every hue of purple imaginable? You would no doubt attend to your big toe with medicine and an ice pack. If that didn’t help, you’d even take time from your busy schedule to take you big toe to the doctor. 

In Jesus, God invites us into a new household where we care for, are concerned about, and look after other toes as if they were our own. But in the Spirit, we don’t “do” it as much as we “be” it—bad grammar but good theology! 

Let’s learn to love God together; and in so doing move from being right to being right! 

Amen. 
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