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 The other day I was cleaning off the front of my refrigerator and I noticed 

something that had been on it for a while – it’s one of those magnetic message 

boards, on which you can write your shopping list and other notes.  Well, on this 

board on my refrigerator was something that had been written in March of 2005.  

(Before you think that I never clean my kitchen, that message was left on there for 

a reason.)  The message is this:  “Grandpa is beating everybody at checkers.” 

 I know it was written in March of 2005, because we had a big family dinner a 

couple of months before Dad died, and each of us took turns playing, or actually 

getting beaten by Dad at checkers that day.  Dad was a master checkers player! 

 Sadly, I never got that gene from him.  It doesn’t take long for me to lose at 

checkers.  Somehow, rather quickly, I always find myself in a position where I’m 

trapped – I’m in those spots where I can’t make any moves - my back is up against 

the wall. 

 Luckily, that’s only a game, but in today’s Gospel lesson, Jesus literally has 

his back up against the wall – he’s trapped – or at least his opponents are trying to 

trap him.  Let me put the passage in context for you as we begin today. 

 This incident comes as he is walking steadily toward the cross at Calvary.  

Time have become very tense, the powers that be will do anything to be rid of this 

itinerant leader.  They have watched as he has grown in popularity, they have 

listened as he has questioned authority, they have seen the crowds clamoring to be 

around him – and they don’t like it, one little bit.  And they are determined to do 

something about it – they are determined to put an end to him once and for all – one 

way or another. 

 Before the incident in today’s lesson, just before it actually, the Sadducees try 

to get Jesus – but as you heard in the first words of the lesson, he silenced them.  So 

now, round 2 – the Pharisees.  Let me remind you that the Sadducees and the 

Pharisees were the religious leaders of the day – the ones learned in the law, the 

ones who were in power, the ones who now most threatened by Jesus.  They had the 

most to lose by his presence and his ministry. 

 The Pharisees, who as I said, were very learned in the law – the law, which 

by the way, numbered 613 different commands – come at Jesus and try to trick him 
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into saying something that would question or go against  the law.  And if he did, 

well then, they had their case against him. 

 And, you see, they really think that their question is so clever that there is no 

answer he can give that won’t get him in trouble.  You see, they ask him “Which 

commandment in the law is the greatest?”  You see what they’re thinking?  If he 

picks one over any of the other 612, he’s in trouble.  They’ve got him right where 

they want him. 

 Until he opens his mouth to speak, and he says, “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 and yourself.  On these two commandments hang all the law and the 

prophets.” 

 Suffice it to say that the Pharisees were stunned into silence.  Jesus not only 

didn’t break the law by choosing one law over the others, he managed to refer 

directly back to the laws that God had given to Moses on Mt. Sinai, and also the 

words we heard from Micah a couple of weeks ago – about doing justice, loving 

kindness and walking humbly with your God.  Jesus drew the big picture, one that 

encompassed all that God had said in so many ways over so many years – that the 

essence of the law was loving God, and loving our neighbors as ourselves.  Period. 

 His answer was and is beautiful in its simplicity.  Love God, love your 

neighbor and yourself.  Yet simple though it is, doing it is another thing altogether.  

 Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with 

all your mind.  Jesus said that God should be at the center of our lives – our love of 

God should be at the forefront of everything we say and do, every decision we make, 

in every breath we take.   

 I’ll never forget reading a book years ago by the famous Chicago Bears 

running back Gale Sayers.  I read it right after I saw the story of his friendship with 

Brian Piccolo portrayed in the movie, “Brian’s Song.”  You know what the title of 

that book was?  It was called I Am Third,  and as I read in the first few lines of the 

book, it comes from a saying that frames Sayer’s life – “The Lord is first, my friends 

are second, and I am third.” 

 In much the same way, that’s what Jesus was saying to us – in terms of the 

proper perspective in life, the Lord should be first – we should love the Lord our God 

with everything we have, and literally make him the Lord of our life.  And I have no 

doubt that that is what most of us try to do, yet how easily we let him slip down the 

list of important things, how easily we take his love in our lives for granted, but 

don’t give him our love or our attention in return. 

 I read something absolutely incredible this week.  It’s actually about the 

building of the Taj Mahal.  Do you know that the Taj Mahal was built by an 

emperor named Shah Jahan in memory of his wife.  He was devastated when she 
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died, and so he determined to built an incredible memorial to her – a memorial in 

which her coffin would be entombed.  So when it was time to build, her coffin was 

placed on its appointed spot, and the building began around it. 

 Well, the weeks of construction turned into months, and as time went by the 

Shah’s passion for the building project overtook his grief over his wife’s death.  He 

visited the site daily to watch as the elaborate building began to take shape.  One 

day, while walking from one side of the construction site to the other, his leg 

bumped against a wooden box.  Without giving it a second glance, but irritated by 

how much it hurt, the emperor turned to a worker standing nearby and ordered him 

to throw the box out – never realizing that it, in fact, was his wife’s coffin, hidden 

between layers of dust and time. 

 And the one who told this story, said:  “The one the temple was intended to 

honor was forgotten, but the temple was erected anyway.  Could someone build a 

temple and forget why?  Could someone construct a palace, yet forget the king?” 

(On-line, sermon notebook, “The Greatest of These is Love”) 

 The answer is yes, in much the same way, that we say we love God with all 

our heart, our soul and our mind – yet sometimes we forget and let other things get 

in the way.  Jesus would draw us back to keeping God in the center of our lives, and 

then seeing everything else through the lens of His love. 

 One day, after a great victory, King Cyrus of Persia took as prisoners a noble 

prince, his wife and their children.  When they were brought to stand before him, 

Cyrus asked the prince, “What will you give me if I set you free?”  The prince replied 

that he would give him half of all that he possessed.  Cyrus continued, “And what 

will you give me if I release your children?”  The prince said, “I will give you all that 

I possess.”  Cyrus continued again, “But what will you give me if I set your wife at 

liberty?”  Turning to look at his wife, the prince replied, “If you will restore my wife 

to freedom, I will give you my life.”  So moved was Cyrus by that reply, that he 

released the entire family without asking for anything in return.  Later that 

evening, the prince said to his wife, “Did you not think Cyrus a very handsome 

man?”  “I didn’t notice him,” his wife answered.  “How could you not notice him?” 

her husband said.  “l had eyes only for the one who said he would lay down his life 

for me,” she said in return.  (Ibid) 

 I had eyes only for the one who said he would lay down his life for me.  Would 

that you and I would have those words on our lips if someone were to ask us about 

God – that we have eyes only for the One who would lay down his life for me – and 

did in Jesus Christ.  That’s the greatest commandment we are called to follow – love 

the Lord your God with all your heart, your soul and your mind. 

 Then the second commandment springs forth out of the foundation of that 

love – because we love God, we show it forth in our love for our neighbors and 

ourselves.  Now, if you know your scriptures at all, you know that that’s not as easy 

as it sounds – because Jesus is not just talking about loving the people we want to 
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love – no, when Jesus says “neighbor” he means all of God’s children.  You know 

that every time he turned around, he stretched the definition of neighbor to the nth 

degree – he pushed the boundary line as far as it would go.  Remember, he made a 

Samaritan a neighbor, and a tax collector, and a woman with a questionable past?  

For Jesus, a neighbor is whoever is in your path.  “Love them,” Jesus says, “love 

them.”   

 It’s easy to love the people that are easy to love, but it’s not so easy when they 

are people that hurt you, or people who are strangers, or people who need you, is it?   

 As you all know, not long ago, the great Nelson Mandela died.  Soon after 

that, I read something that he had said after he got out of prison, which thinking 

about it now, shows me how he wrestled with this command from Jesus.  He said, 

“It was during those long and lonely prison years that my hunger for the freedom of 

my people became a hunger for the freedom of all people, white and black . . . when 

I walked out of prison, that was my mission, to liberate the oppressed and the 

oppressor both . . . for to be free is not merely to cast off one’s chains, but to live in a 

way that respects and enhances the freedom of others.”  (On-line, UM Leading 

Ideas)  

 In that horrible time in prison, Mandela came to profoundly understand what 

Jesus calls all of us to do – love our neighbors as ourselves. 

Oh friends, you know how much the world needs love, you know how much 

people need love.  It’s a hard world, a world in which we are called to prove 

ourselves over and over, a world in which we are judged in so many ways, a world in 

which it’s very easy to be lonely and alone.  You may not be experiencing that, but 

let me assure you, that many people are. 

 I want to tell you about the experience of one group of people actually.  When 

I first read about these girls, my heart was broken for them.  They are young girls 

who live in India – and they all were given the same name when they were born – 

the name is Nakusa, which in their native tongue means “unwanted.”  They were 

usually the second or third girl born in a family, and as one father so callously put it 

when he named his own daughter Nakusa, ‘I didn’t really care what we called her.  

Three girls is one too many.’   

Can you imagine going around with that name?  One 32 year old woman, a 

school teacher named Nakusa, when asked about it said, “I felt guilty about who I 

was all the time.  When I used to introduce myself, people used to laugh at me.  

That is what I most remember – feeling really hurt about my name.”  

Can you imagine being named “unwanted?”  Can you imagine how unloved 

that would make you feel – not only unloved, but bearing the pain every time 

someone said your name?  It hurts to even think about it. 
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Now, I’m not saying that everyone who is your neighbor is hurting like that, 

but friends, everyone needs to be loved.  Everyone needs to be treated kindly, and 

know that someone cares about them.  And we are the ones called to do that, by 

Jesus himself – “love your neighbor as yourself.” 

 Now, before you go home, and dwell on that sad story forever, let me tell you 

that there’s a happy ending – there’s a “love your neighbor as yourself” happy 

ending.  Three years ago, in the fall of 2011, there was a ceremony in a town in 

India called Satara, about 20 miles away from Mumbai.  In that ceremony, 285 little 

girls got all dressed up in their prettiest dresses, fixed their hair, and carried tiny 

bouquets of flowers to the ceremony.  All of them were named Nakusa, and that 

day, each of them got to choose a new name!  Someone in the government wanted a 

better life for these unwanted girls, and found a way to give them the opportunity to 

choose a new name!  

Thank goodness for that someone who loved their neighbor.  

My friends, may you and I always have an eye out for the “Nakusas” of the 

world – the unwanted, the lonely, the stranger, the hurting.  May we share our love 

with them in such a way that they will know they are wanted and loved.  

The Sadducees and the Pharisees may have tried to trick Jesus that day so 

long ago.  Instead, He helped to focus them and all of us on what really matters in 

life – to love God and to love our neighbors and ourselves.  So may we go forth from 

this place to do just that this day and all the days ahead.  Amen. 

 


