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Mark 12:28-31 (NRSV) 
28One of the scribes came near and heard them disputing with one another, and seeing that he 
answered them well, he asked Jesus, “Which commandment is the first of all?” 29Jesus answered, 
“The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; 30you 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.’ 31The second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other 
commandment greater than these.”  
 
I am the youngest of four girls born within 7 years. And, our stair-step ranks were often added to 
by the inclusion of our cousin who fit snuggly in between my next oldest sister and myself. 
In the world of fashion, our house was never short on petticoats and lace. My mother sewed. My 
grandmother sewed. And, it appears the thing they did best was little girl’s dresses with lots of 
ruffles and lace. 
 

 
 
However, there never seemed to be a shortage of whatever you would call these things…. 
 

 
 
Being the youngest in this never-ending train of hand-me-downs, meant that I was the caboose. 
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One thing you have to realize is that when it was time for new dresses for the lot of us, at least 
two would often be the same style and fabric. Note the similarities between my two oldest 
sisters’ dresses and that of my next oldest sister’s and mine. Sometimes they would all be 
matching. So just play that out a bit. While my two older sisters might be getting something 
brand new, new for me often meant what was new for them a year or so earlier. But because the 
set often started out as matching, it would appear that I was wearing the same dress for 4 or five 
years.  
 
The bright spot was that Pam was always smaller than I was so I typically didn’t get hers but 
Cameo, our cousin filled that void. However, her wardrobe, having been created by our 
grandmother, added different fabric and styles to our used clothing gene-pool.  
 
Now, I grew up believing that all that handing-down just happened without fuss. But I found out 
later that, sometimes, adjustments needed to be made: a hem let down or raised, a waist-band 
taken in or out, or sleeves changed. Mending often needed to be done, buttons replaced, stains 
removed. What fit my sisters and cousin didn’t always fit me. We weren’t a one-size-fits-all 
family.  
 
Although we come from a long line of hand-me-down religion, we all know that one size does 
not fit all when it comes to the church. 
 
We come from a long-line of hand-me-downs. They go back to a time when a wandering 
Aramean listened to the voice of God who sent him forth into a new land and promised that his 
descendants would be as numerous as the stars of the sky. It was a covenant – a covenant 
between a wandering people and an un-named God. It was simply “I will be your God and you 
will be my people.” That covenant was handed down through those offspring and landed in the 
enslaved laps of those who had found their way to Egypt. Eventually the covenant took the form 
of liberation and devotion… a devotion that led to their freedom and a land of their own. The 
covenant was handed down to Moses as he guided them into the wilderness and eventually to the 
promised land. It was handed down to Joshua as he took them across the river into the land that 
marked their freedom as a people.  
 
The covenant became known as the Sh’ma and was fashioned into a command that became 
centerpiece of morning and evening prayer services of our Jewish cousins: “Hear O Israel, the 
Lord is our God, the Lord is One. Blessed is the name of His glorious kingdom for ever and ever. 
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(and here’s the command) You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your 
soul and with all your might.”1 It goes on but the command to love the Lord your God with all 
heart, soul and might, became the core of the fashion of all that is handed down through the 
people ever since. Things are added and taken off. Circumstances called for different ways it has 
been expressed and stressed. But always, always, at the core of all variations is the command to 
love God.  
 
With each generation, the command stays the same but it is worn differently. The command has 
led to amazing things over time: it has freed slaves, it has inspired the creation of hymns and 
psalms and prayers. It stirs passions and evokes confessions. The basic command to love God 
has empowered, enlightened, inspired, humbled, comforted, assured and challenged all who wear 
it in their time. It’ s what has kept people grounded.  
 
But we tend to forget that the command to love God with everything that you’ve got should be at 
the center of things. We tend to let other allegiances take precedence. We tend to think more 
highly of our own opinions and causes than a love for God. I think that’s what the scribe was 
getting at when he challenged Jesus with the question, “Which commandment is the first of all?” 
 
In times when there are so many other demands on our thoughts, our time, talents and treasures, 
our allegiances, the slots on our calendars, it’s good for us to walk around in that question for a 
while, “which commandment is the first of all?”  
 
That scribe challenges us to step back into that long-line of hand-me-downs and wrap ourselves 
in the basic design of what this church stuff is all about. It’s not about the ruffles and bows of 
what hymns we sing or what version of the Lord’s prayer that we say, it’s bout loving God. At 
the core of our style is not how many boards and committees we have and what color the paint 
on the walls should be but the love of God. We are not here to be a country club of membership 
or gatekeeper of the soul. We are here to love God with all our mind, our soul, our very being. 
And at the heart of loving God is how we treat others. As a religion that claims that all people are 
created in the image of God, loving God and loving others are one in the same. That’s the 
adjustment that Jesus made when the scribe handed him the hand-me-down of the sh’ma. What is 
the first commandment? 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. And the second is this, ‘You shall love 
your neighbor as yourself.’ (Mark 12:29-31) 
 
Like the dresses that were handed down to me, adjustments are made because each generation 
and each context is different… adjustments need to be made. Longer, shorter, let out or take in. 
accessories and trim are changed but it’s still the same garment – a garment of love of God 
which is tightly woven with the command to love neighbor. 
 
We come from a long line of people who have been handing down this garment of loving God. 
We’ve made some adjustments along the way. The world is different than it was when our 
ancestors in faith fled Egypt and headed for the promised land. Most of those descendants that 
are now part of the family of Christ are far from being slaves. In fact, we run the risk of having 

 
1 https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/the-shema/ 
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exorbitant power and control over others. So the command to love God takes on a whole 
different feel than it did to our ancestors of even 100 years ago.  
 
And here’s the thing, we are not the last to wear that which has been handed down to us for 
thousands of years. Ours is to make sure we keep the basic design and hand it off to others as 
they arrive. Ours is to trust that the same Holy Spirit that has brought the command to love God 
and love neighbor to us in ways that we can wear it for a while will do the same for others as 
they take it on. It may look a bit different. It may fit them in ways that it doesn’t fit us. Yet, at the 
core of what has been handed down to us and that we will hand down to others is that which old 
father Abraham and Mother Sarah put on so long ago: I will be your God and you will be my 
people – a covenant grounded in loving that God.  
 
Today, we are taking our annual steps to, not only receive what has been handed down to us 
from previous generations to live into for our time and place, we also make commitment to love 
God through the church in ways that future generations can receive what we have received: a 
covenant founded in the love of God and love for God. 
 
It’s the culmination of our Stewardship campaign. For the past several weeks, we’ve been 
exploring what it means to Be the Church. We’ve heard passionate testimonies from some of our 
members about why the church is important to them. Now, we are given the opportunity to make 
financial commitments as well as commitments of our time and energy for the coming year’s 
work of the church.  
 
I invite you to join with me as we say, once again, the Litany of Self-Dedication. After that, we 
will sing the November Hymn of the Month, “We are Your People.” While we are singing, you 
are invited to bring your pledge cards and your time and talent sheets forward and place them on 
the communion table. I think it’s fitting that we use that table today, recalling the words on the 
front: “do this in remembrance of me.” As Christ’s life was given for us, let us give a portion of 
our lives in grateful response. 
 
 


