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Let me welcome you all again and say how happy we are that you are here with us 
this morning.   We at Pound Ridge Community Church have a 185-year 
relationship with this wonderful community, and we are grateful for the opportunity 
to be in ministry to and with you.  We do hope that you will stick around after 
worship for some light refreshment, to enjoy the beautiful morning, and to give us 
all a chance to get to know one another a little better.  

As I thought about our gospel lesson for this morning, our reading from Mark 
seemed like kind of a natural for this day when we welcome neighbors, have the 
chance to express our appreciation for you, and celebrate our shared connection.  
So much of what Jesus taught and modeled was about how we can work together 
to create loving and supportive communities where there is a place for everyone, 
and everyone is valued.  And today’s reading is no exception. 

Mark writes about how, in the course of a dialog with a scribe, Jesus reveals the 
most important commandment.  Bear in mind that in the Jewish tradition in which 
Jesus grew up, and out of which he taught, there are over 600 commandments.  
But this is the most important one.  Love God. Love your neighbor.  Jesus puts 
sort of an exclamation point at the end of the reading when he tells the scribe that, 
in knowing and practicing this commandment, he is not far from the kingdom of 
God. 

This conversation also appears in the gospels of Matthew and Luke.  But Luke 
ends his version differently.  In Luke, a lawyer that Luke says is “seeking to justify 
himself” – in other words, is looking for a little “wiggle-room” concerning just whom 
he must love – asks Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?”  Jesus answers him by 
telling him a story that most of us have heard. It’s the one we have come to call 
the story of “The Good Samaritan.”  The story’s answer to the question “who is my 
neighbor?” is “everyone.” 

There’s also important context to understand about this story.  The Hebrews and 
the Samaritans of that time had an intense hatred for each other.  So what Jesus 
was saying would have been all the more powerful, and was probably all the more 
startling to his primarily Jewish audience, due to the fact that the one man who 
behaved like a neighbor – the Samaritan who exhibited caring and compassion – 
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is going out of his way to help someone that his own society has taught him is 
beneath his contempt. 

So apparently this love of neighbor that Jesus is talking about has nothing to do 
with how we feel about our neighbor.  Notice that Jesus doesn’t command us to 
like our neighbor.  In fact, I don’t recall Jesus ever saying we needed to like others.  
Yet, he is constantly telling us to find a way to love them.  So, how does that work? 

I think we find the essential element in what loving means to Jesus if we think 
about raising a child.  How does a child come to know what love is?  We can teach 
a child the word “chair” while showing them a chair, or even a picture of a chair, 
and they will soon know with some certainty what a chair is.  But how do teach a 
child about concepts like love, generosity, compassion, gratitude? Children learn 
what love is as they hear the word “love” and associate it with the parent’s practice 
of love.  It begins happening in the tiniest infant when mommy or daddy whispers, 
“I love you,” and the child feels warm, and full, and secure.  Children can hear “I 
love you” spoken over and over, but when it is not accompanied by the experience 
of love, it will always be an abstraction devoid of any real content.  “Love” is a 
word that has no meaning apart from the practice of love.  Love is as love does. 

We find this expressed in various ways all over both the Hebrew Bible and the 
Christian New Testament.  You’ve probably heard Paul’s discourse on love in 1 
Corinthians. It’s the go-to scripture for Christian weddings.  In it Paul says, “Love is 
patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. It does not 
insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful;  it does not rejoice in 
wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth.  It bears all things, believes all things, hopes 
all things, endures all things.” (1 Corinthians 13:4-7)  

Notice that Paul says nothing about romance, or even good feelings.  Rather, he 
sees the real meaning of love as inextricably bound up in its doing.  Paul is saying 
that we can choose to love.  And that we do that by choosing to rise above some 
of our most human tendencies.  The writer of the epistle of James, whom scholars 
haven’t really identified with certainty, is even more direct about the difference 
between expressing love, and fulfilling the most important commandment.  He 
wrote, “If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and one of you says to 
them, ‘Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,’ and yet you do not supply their 
bodily needs, what is the good of that? (James 2:15-16)   

So, Jesus says that half of the most important commandment is that we love our 
neighbors, with an enacted love.  But even that’s only part of it.  We’re supposed 
to love them as we love ourselves.  That’s interesting, isn’t it?  Jesus taught us 
about the virtue of humility.  But the clear implication here is that God intends that 
we possess a real sense of our own sacred worth; otherwise what Jesus is saying 
about loving our neighbor “as ourselves” makes no sense at all.   
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But loving ourselves is hard sometimes, isn’t it?  Because the fact of the matter is 
that we live in a world whose inclination is not to make us feel loved.  The modern 
world constantly demands that we prove ourselves – prove that we’re worthy of 
our grades, of our jobs, of friendships, of being loved.  And if we feel that need to 
constantly prove our own worthiness, others should have to prove theirs to us. I 
mean, it’s only fair. 

Parenting manuals tell us to be sure we separate criticism of a child’s behavior 
from criticism of the child.  But we don’t always do that so well.  I wonder if most 
people, at any age, are good at separating criticism of someone’s actions or 
beliefs from criticism of what kind of people they are.  We certainly don’t do that 
well when it comes to our party politics, national or local.  Today, the fundamental 
premise often seems to be that someone who disagrees with us must be 
desperately flawed somehow.  Our church teaches us to “hate the sin but love the 
sinner.”  But it would be disingenuous of me to claim that “church people” always 
do that so well, either.   

The fundamental truth is that the gift of being loved is one that we must own 
ourselves before we can give it to others.  And there’s no secret to owning it.  You 
just need to know it, in the deepest recesses of your being.  All of us, and all of 
them, are worthy of being loved.  Because that’s the way God made each of us.  

There is a beautiful story about the power of allowing ourselves to love and to be 
beloved that I want to share with you this morning.  It concerns a monastery that 
had fallen upon hard times. It was once a great order, but now there were only five 
monks left in the decaying house: the abbot and four others, all over seventy in 
age. Clearly it was a dying order. 

In the deep woods surrounding the monastery there was a little hut that a rabbi 
occasionally used for a hermitage.  It occurred to the abbot that a visit the rabbi 
might result in some advice to save his monastery. 

The rabbi welcomed the abbot to his hut. But when the abbot explained his visit, 
all the rabbi said was, "I know how it is.  The spirit has gone out of the people. It is 
the same in my town. Almost no one comes to the synagogue anymore."  So the 
old abbot and the old rabbi wept together. Then they read parts of the Torah and 
spoke of deep things. When the abbot had to leave, they embraced each other. "It 
has been a wonderful that we should meet after all these years," the abbot said, 
"but I have failed in my purpose for coming here. Is there nothing you can tell me 
that would help me save my dying order?" 

"No, I am sorry," the rabbi responded. "I have no advice to give. But, I can tell you 
that the Messiah is one of you." 

When the abbot returned to the monastery his fellow monks gathered around him 
to ask, "Well what did the rabbi say?"  
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“The rabbi said something very mysterious, it was something cryptic. He said that 
the Messiah is one of us. I don't know what he meant."  In the time that followed, 
the old monks wondered about the rabbi's words. The Messiah is one of us? 
Could he possibly have meant one of us monks? If so, which one?  

Do you suppose he meant the abbot? Yes, if he meant anyone, he probably meant 
Father Abbot. He has been our leader for more than a generation. On the other 
hand, he might have meant Brother Thomas. Certainly Brother Thomas is a holy 
man. Everyone knows that Thomas is a man of light. Certainly he could not have 
meant Brother Elred! Elred gets crotchety at times. But come to think of it, even 
though he is a thorn in people's sides, when you look back on it, Elred is virtually 
always right. Often very right. Maybe the rabbi did mean Brother Elred.  

But surely not Brother Phillip. Phillip is so passive, a real nobody. But then, almost 
mysteriously, he has a gift for always being there when you need him. He just 
magically appears. Maybe Phillip is the Messiah.  

Of course the rabbi didn't mean me. He couldn't possibly have meant me. I'm just 
an ordinary person. Yet supposing he did? Suppose I am the Messiah? O God, 
not me. I couldn't be that much for You, God, could I? 

As they contemplated, on the chance that each of them might be the Messiah they 
began to treat themselves with extraordinary respect.  And then they started 
treating each other with extraordinary respect. 

People still occasionally came to visit the monastery in its beautiful forest to picnic 
on its tiny lawn, to wander along some of its paths, even to meditate in the 
dilapidated chapel. As they did so, they sensed the aura of extraordinary respect 
that began to surround the five old monks and seemed to radiate out from them 
and permeate the atmosphere of the place. There was something strangely 
compelling, about it. Hardly knowing why, they began to come back to the 
monastery to picnic, to play, to pray. They brought their friends to this special 
place. And their friends brought their friends. 

Then some of the younger men who came to visit the monastery started to talk 
more and more with the old monks. After a while one asked if he could join them. 
Then another, and another. So within a few years the monastery had once again 
become a thriving order and, thanks to the rabbi's gift, a vibrant center of light and 
spirituality.1 

The rabbi used a bit of a clever subterfuge to effect the miracle at the monastery.  
If he instead had told the old abbot that each and every person there was beloved 
of God, the message probably would not have had the same impact.  Most of them 
probably would have been unable to really believe it – just like many of us.  But 
this beautiful story gives us a glimpse of how our lives, and the world, might be 
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different if we could believe it.  When we are able to see the Beloved in ourselves, 
we are able to see the Beloved in others. 

And then, who knows what else might happen in our homes, our schools, where 
we work, and in our community? 

 

 

1 This story was told by the late Dr. M. Scott Peck, M.D. in his book The Different Drum. The origin of the 

story is unknown.  

                                                 


