
In Jesus’ ministry, as he taught and healed and traveled around through the country, he encountered all 
different kinds of people: the outcast as well as the power brokers of his day; the poor as well as the well-to-
do; the pious as well as those firmly focused on earthly concerns. In dealing with so many people of every 
different sort, Jesus often became embroiled in arguments. And Jesus—brilliant as he was—always seemed 
to come out on top of these verbal disputes, whatever the topic and whomever he was dealing with. 
 
Today’s passage is the climax of a series of such arguments. The whole twelfth chapter of the gospel of Mark 
is argument after argument after argument. It all starts when a group of religion experts confronts Jesus over 
what sort of authority he has to be engaging in his ministry at all. Jesus deftly answers their question with a 
question. Do they treat all prophets this way, or is it something Jesus did? It’s a question they cannot answer 
without admitting that their motive was to protect their own lofty position.  
 
This argument ends with the religion experts fuming, pride hurt from having been on the losing side of the 
exchange. So they went and found some of the most pious people they could find. Real honest to goodness 
believers—the Pharisees—and sent them to go take Jesus down a peg. And so the pious believers confronted 
Jesus, and tried to trap him with a difficult question about how to balance religious commitments with the 
laws of the government—a thorny question in any age. Jesus replies by asking them to pull out some of the 
money from their pockets—minted by the government. For all their piety, they weren’t free from earthly 
attachments and here they were, demanding that Jesus prove he was?   
 
That argument ends with the pious believers fuming, their pride hurt from being on the losing side of the 
argument. So THEY go looking for some radicals, the sort of single-issue people who could run circles around 
anybody about that one thing that they really cared about. They come to confront Jesus and it happens just 
the same way; Jesus bests them. The arc of the story makes you wonder: who were the radicals going to go 
find? Roman centurions, maybe? Who’s going to step in to the ring next?   
 
Mind you, the gospel of Mark presents this as if it all happens in the same afternoon—one argument leading 
to another leading to another. Three times people came to Jesus spoiling for an argument and they found 
one. Three times people came to Jesus trying to prove they were right and he was wrong.  They left having 
found nothing but more division, created nothing but more tension. The crowd that had gathered to watch 
all of this would have been left tense, with that hot behind the ears lump in the throat kind of feeling when 
arguments are about to spiral into shouting and name-calling.  
 
Then comes our passage today. One of the people who had been watching these arguments going on, himself 
something of a religious expert the gospel says, one of the people watching was impressed by the answers 
Jesus was giving and steps forward on his own accord to ask his own question.  
 
And the religious expert asks: what is the greatest commandment? It’s a fair question, and a good question. 
There are some 613 commandments in the Hebrew Bible all told, enough to allow for all sorts of 



interpretations of what being a religious person was all about. Enough to make it necessary to decide on 
some foundational principles from which to proceed. What is the greatest commandment? It is a fair 
question, and a good one, and it was asked with a spirit of open curiosity.  
 
And Jesus’ reply: “Hear O Israel the Lord your God the Lord is one, you shall love the Lord with all your heart, 
mind, soul, and strength. The second is this: you shall love your neighbor as yourself. There is no other 
commandment greater than these.”  
 
Jesus’s response here is gorgeous, succinct, challenging, kind, helpful. The religious expert praises this 
response, adds his own two cents about how all this relates to the things he cares about, and then the two 
part, offering one another words of appreciation.  
 
What a difference from the earlier arguments! Person after person came trying to prove they were right and 
Jesus was wrong, and each time they left having found nothing but more division, created nothing but more 
tension. But with one honest question, asked with generosity of spirit, the truth came shining like the dawn. 
All of these people are talking to the same person, on the same afternoon. What makes a difference is the 
spirit with which they approach the encounter. A spirit of division, of looking to prove who’s right and who’s 
wrong—nothing good comes from that—not even if you’re talking to Jesus Christ. But to approach with 
generosity of spirit, it is possible to encounter the living God and be transformed.  
 
It was true in Jesus’ day and it is true today. If I go out looking for arguments, I’ll find them. If I go looking for 
ways to show how right I am and how wrong somebody else is, all I’ll create is division between me and my 
neighbors. It makes no difference who I’m talking to. But if I approach with generosity of spirit, seeking to 
understand more than to be understood, seeking connection rather than distance, seeking presence rather 
than isolation, with generosity of spirit I have the possibility of encountering the holy in another person. 
Generosity of spirit on my part does not guarantee an encounter with the holy every time. But it leaves open 
the door of possibility, leaves it open wide enough that the holy can come strolling through when I least 
expect.  
 
Generosity of spirit, seeking to be in real relationship wit someone who is different from me, that makes all 
the difference, today as it did in Jesus’ day. And generosity of spirit has to be learned. It has to be practiced. 
Generosity of spirit is not the default to which I return all other things being equal. Generosity of spirit is 
hard, it takes effort, it takes intention, it is a practice. 
 
And we are at the practice of generosity of spirit here. In response to the prayers that people leave with us in 
service, a group of people inside the church take time to write letters of encouragement, or condolence, or 
celebration. Over 1,000 a year, One thousand times, someone reached out in that most fundamental act of 
generosity of spirit: simply connecting.  
 
Next weekend, the women’s retreat will occur, which for many years has been a chance to gather and be 
part of beloved community. In a world built and set up to cater to men, it is a countercultural act of spiritual 
generosity for this community to set aside time and set aside space for women to gather with one another. 
 
After worship every week, the deacons spend time in the chapel, an open invitation to pray with those who 
are in need of prayer. They listen, they remain present and attentive in the face of hard news, they resist the 
urge to jump into problem solving mode,  they resist the urge to offer reassurances they have no power to 
deliver upon. They listen, they are present, they pray, then they part offering a blessing; the door wide open 
for the holy.  



Generosity of spirit, it takes practice. It takes work. Keep being part of the church. Get involved, make this 
place your place, make these people your people, seek to encounter here the holy. You may just find it. And 
as you leave this place, as you walk through the world filled with every sort of person, may you bear that 
generosity of spirit everywhere you go so that when people walk through the world and encounter you, they 
might encounter IN you something of the living Christ.  
 
 
 


