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In today’s Gospel a Jewish lawyer tries to bait our Savior with a particular question that the 
lawyer believes will easily make it easy for the lawyer to discredit the Lord once our Savior 
attempts to give a response.  The question is, “What is the greatest commandment?”  The 
Jewish Law consisted of a plethora of commandments, some moralistic and some pertaining 
to very complicated rituals and practices.  The lawyer knows very well the fine points of the 
Law.  The lawyer is setting our Savior up so that if our Lord cites a particular commandment as 
the greatest of all the commandments, then the lawyer can easily argue that the Lord is 
denigrating the Law and does not value the other commandments.  With this, the lawyer can 
now easily tempt our Savior and create an argument.  The lawyer really is blinded by his 
deviousness and maliciousness and his question is very foolish and very easy to answer.  The 
Lord answers the lawyer by reciting the Shema.  Any Jew knows that the centerpiece of the 
daily Jewish morning and prayer services and the most essential prayer in all of Judaism is the 
Shema, which says:  “Hear O Israel, the Lord is 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 might.”  Shema in 
Hebrew means “Hear O Israel” ׁשְמַע יִׂשְָראֵל , which are the first three words of the prayer.  The 
entire prayer can be found in Deuteronomy 11:13-21.   In contemporary Jewish practice the 
Shema is recited at the climactic moment of the final prayer of Yom Kippur, the holiest day of 
the Jewish year, and traditionally as the last words before death. Traditionally, it is recited with 
the hand placed over the eyes.  In answering the lawyer, the Lord adds to the Shema a second 
commandment, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  The foolish and evil minded lawyer, 
naturally, had no response to this and had nothing further to say.  What does it mean to love 
God with all your heart and with all your soul?  The heart is the spiritual center of a human 
being.  It is within the heart that the holiest feelings originate, as well as the most sinful 
thoughts.  We are called upon to live our lives, so that our heart is filled completely with God 
and His presence.  The heart always reacts to everything that occurs around it.  If we are 
surrounded by sin and filth, then our hearts will be filled with sin and filth.  If we are surrounded 
by constant cares and worries and non-spiritual concerns, then these are the things that will fill 
our heart.  If we are often in church and surrounded by God’s Grace, the sound of prayer and 
the word of God, the Holy Icons and the Divine Services, then God will fill our hearts.  If we 
neglect to come to church, if we neglect to take the time at home to look at the icons and to 
pray, then our hearts will be bereft of God’s presence.  Instead, our heart will be filled with the 
things that we spend our time listening to and looking at.  How many problems, worries and 
anxieties can be avoided if we learned to direct our heart and all of our inner powers towards 
love of God?  Secondly, how can we love God with all our mind?  First of all, if we always 
remember God’s name, if we unite the Jesus prayer with our mind and if we always keep the 
presence of God in our thoughts, then God will be united with our mind. Often temptation 
begins in the mind with sinful thoughts.  We must learn to reject evil and sinful thoughts and to 
accept only good and pure thoughts.  Keeping the name and remembrance of God in our 
minds and the love of God in our hearts helps us in this noble struggle, this spiritual warfare. 
Finally, we must love God with all of our strength.  Not only our heart and soul and mind must 
be filled with God, but our body must also be a vessel within which God can dwell.  As St. Paul 
says, “Your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit.”  If we don’t permit our bodies to consort with 
many passions and carnal sins, then our bodies become sanctified as vessels which emanate 
the glory of God.  If in the heart, soul, mind and body reigns the love of God, then we are on 
the path to sanctity and holiness.  It is for this reason that the bodies of the saints, after death, 
remain incorrupt and give forth a sweet and heavenly fragrance.Their bodies, while still alive, 
were completely filled with the love of God.  We are all called upon, according to our strength 
to strive so that our body would also be a living temple of God and of the Holy Spirit.  The first 
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commandment is connected to the second commandment.  We cannot love God if we do not 
love our neighbor, and we cannot love our neighbor if we do not love God.  The Lord says 
“Love your neighbor as yourself.”  To love yourself means to struggle so that the love of God 
would reign in your mind, heart, body and soul.  If we don’t love ourselves with this kind of 
Christian love, then we will be unable to love God or our neighbor.  We will not be able to fulfill 
that commandment, which is the greatest commandment of all in the law and upon which 
depend all the law and the prophets.  Amen.    
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