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 Wayne Gretzky, number 99, the famous hockey player was often called “The 

Great One”.  The term “Great One” was also used in reference to the comedian Jackie 

Gleason.  It is a term that is intended to set the person apart from everyone else.  In many 

ways that phrase could apply to the statements by Jesus---known as the Great 

Commandment---we are to love God and love one another---This is the Great One. 

-1- 

 Matthew in his gospel sets the context for the Great One in the midst of Jesus 

being pitted against the religious leaders.  The Pharisees and Herodians first attempt to 

trap Jesus with a question about taxes.  Then another party, the Sadducees, attempt to trap 

Jesus by asking his opinion about resurrection.  Then again the Pharisees, after hearing 

the response of Jesus to the Sadducees, weigh in with another question.  Matthew 

interprets all this as an attempt to “trap” Jesus and his response with the Great 

Commandment is within this context. 

-2- 

 Jesus did not pioneer the idea of love for God or for the neighbor.  His answer 

here comes directly out of his own Jewish tradition.  Jesus in fact is quoting Leviticus 19, 

“we are to love our neighbor” and Deuteronomy 6, “we are to love God”.1  Furthermore 

                                                
1 Leviticus 19:18, Deuteronomy 6:5 
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Jesus is not the first to put these two ideas together.  The Testament of the Twelve 

Patriarchs, a Jewish text, refers frequently to loving the Lord and neighbor.2   

 

 

 

-3- 

 We are to LOVE GOD with all our heart, soul, and mind.  What does it means 

to love God with our heart, soul, and mind? 

 We will find that different people have different understandings about God.  

LOVE is also hard to define.  When I say that “I love my car”, “I love my wife”, and “I 

love to watch Star Trek” I mean different things.  The love referred to is not the same.  

Some things are more special than others.  My love for my wife is much more special 

than my love for an object or a movie. 

 To love God with our heart---our soul---and our minds is to place our spiritual 

understandings of life at the core of who we are as a person.  This is not a warm, fuzzy 

feeling but a love that involves everything we associate with healthy love: honesty, 

feelings, integrity, commitment, consideration, value, fun, joy, celebration, openness, 

curiosity, and kindness.  Such a love for God means a commitment to building a dynamic 

relationship with God.  It means a commitment to understanding and then following the 

way of God.  It means placing God central to our lives so that God becomes the power or 

source that empowers all else. 

-4- 

                                                
2 Hare, Douglas, Matthew, Interpretation Series, John Knox Press, 1993, p.259.  An example according to 
Hare, is found in the Testament of Issachar 5:2 “But love the Lord and your neighbor and show 
compassion for the poor and weak.” 
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 The second and equally important part of the Great One is that we are to 

love our  neighbor as we love ourselves.  There is centuries of teaching and tradition 

within Judaism that faith is demonstrated in how we treat our neighbors.  The prophets 

talk about loving the poor and even the enemy.  Practices within the Jewish tradition such 

as the “year of Jubilee” were designed to periodically level the economic playing field 

and as acts of love.   The Year of Jubiliee occurred every fifty years and in that year all 

debts were to be cancelled and all land returned to the original tribes.  It was a way of 

giving people another chance.  Ironically we seldom hear that “biblical teaching” lifted 

up as something we should do. 

 In truth this idea of loving our neighbor is not even the sole property of the 

Christian and Jewish traditions.  All great religions include this idea. 

 “Not one of you is a believer until he loves for his brother what he loves for 

himself”, this from Islam.3 

 “A man should wander about treating all creatures as he himself would be 

treated”, this from Jainism.4 

 From Confucianism, “Try your best to treat others as you would wish to be 

treated yourself, and you will find that this is the shortest way to benevolence.”5 

 From Hinduism, “One should not behave toward others in a way which is 

disagreeable to oneself. This is the essence of morality.  All other activities are due to 

selfish desire.6 

                                                
3 The Forty Hadith of an Nawawi 13. 
4 Sutrakritanga 1.11.33 
5 Mencius VII.A.4 
6 Mahabharata, Anusasana Parva 113.8 
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 And finally from an African traditional religion, “One going to take a pointed 

stick to pinch a baby bird should first try it on himself to feel how it hurts.”7 

 

-5- 

 What is sometimes referred to as the “golden rule” is found throughout all human 

religion and philosophy.  Jesus affirms that the second part of the great commandment is 

that we are to love our neighbors—even our enemies. 

 Yet, how do we define neighbor?  Is our neighbor a person of our immediate 

family?  Is our neighbor the people who live on our street?  Is our neighbor our fellow 

citizens?  Is our neighbor those who live in other countries and hold a different religion? 

Is our neighbor the terrorists? 

 Here is where Jesus expands the definition of “neighbor” even within his own 

culture.  His own culture tended to define “neighbor” as those of your own village, family 

group, or religion.  The enemy was not considered a neighbor by most.  The Romans 

were not considered neighbor by many.  The Samaritans were not considered neighbor by 

many.  The Gentiles were definitely outside the circle. 

Jesus challenges his own people and you and me to define broadly our definition 

of neighbor and to expand the concept of neighbor.  Jesus broke with tradition by calling 

as his disciples people who were from a wide range of social and occupational styles.  

Included in the mix of his followers were a tax collector, viewed by most Jews like we 

view the drug dealer; fishermen who were businesspersons of his day and time; a political 

revolutionary that many would use the term “terrorist” to describe, and many others.  

Jesus empowered women, included them, and did not allocate them to secondary roles.  
                                                
7 Yoruba Proverb from Nigeria. 
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Jesus reached out to groups who were considered outcasts in his time: lepers, the 

diseased, the deformed, and those who had done such evil things as to warrant being 

kicked out of the synagogue.   

 Jesus reached beyond his fellow citizens to include the enemy Rome, the despised 

Samaritans, and those who held different cultural and even different religious viewpoints.   

 This expansion caused tension between Jesus and others including within the 

ranks of his disciples.  Yet, Jesus made an impression that was carried over into the 

church.  Paul, an apostle of Jesus, declared that “in Christ” there is no longer the 

distinctions of Jew or Greek, male or female, slave or free---a radical and controversial 

idea.8 Matthew, author of the gospel, correctly concluded that Jesus taught that all people 

are invited to the banquet even if Matthew was uncomfortable with some of those invited.  

In Matthew’s version of the Parable of the Great Banquet, Matthew relates that the 

servants were directed to go into the streets and invite everyone to the banquet and that 

many came, “both good and badÓ.9  This is most likely a reference to the gentile-Jewish 

mix that was becoming more common in the church of Matthew’s time and one that 

Matthew personally might not have agreed with.   

 In other words, Jesus expands the concept of neighbor pushing the boundaries to a 

place where most of us---at some point---will become uncomfortable. 

-6- 

 What might this mean for you and I today?  What challenges do we face? 

 First, we are to love God.  We are to love God with our heart----our soul---and 

MIND.   

                                                
8 Galatians 3:28 
9 Matthew 22:1-14, see in particular verse 10. 
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Integrating our understanding of faith with the understanding that results through 

our minds is essential in these times.  There are many today who are suggesting that faith 

and reason are in direct conflict and that one must choose between the two.  Michael 

Medved in his book, Hollywood Versus America decries the selectivity in which 

Hollywood has presented religion implying often that being religious is counter to being 

a reasonable person.10 

The Great One suggests a balance between our heart (emotions) and our soul 

(spirits) and our minds (reason).  Like a three-legged stool if any one is short the stool 

does not stand.   

-7- 

 Second we are to love our neighbor.  Furthermore we are to take to heart the 

example of Jesus of expanding our neighborhoods.   

 From Rolling Stone Magazine comes the following story. Walt Everett is a 

Methodist pastor serving a working-poor congregation in Hartford, Connecticut.11  At age 

sixty nine he still puts in seventy hours weeks attending to the sick and elderly. 

 On July 26, 1987, while he was a pastor his son Scott was killed by a stranger, 

shot and killed.  Reverend Everett experienced a growing rage that consumed him 

making it difficult for him to serve his church.   

 A year after the killing, Everett attended the sentencing hearing of the man who 

had killed his son.  It was the first time the pastor had seen Mike Carlucci, a tattooed 
                                                
10 Medved, Michael, Hollywood Versus America, Harper Collins, 1992.  Medved argues especially in 
chapter 5, pages 70-91 that in 1991 Hollywood released three big-budget medical melodramas.  In all three 
moves (The Doctor, Dying Young, Regarding Harry) the main character faced a life and death struggle.  He 
writes, “At no point in these proceedings, however, did the main characters, or any of their friends or 
family members turn for even one moment to the power of prayer, or ask to see a member of the clergy or 
in any way invoke the name of God.”   
11 Following is from story reprinted with permission from Rolling Stone, June 24, 2004 and taken from 
http://archives.umc.org/interior.asp?ptid=1&mid=537l9.  
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biker, lifelong bully, and drug user.  A deal had been made with the court so that Carlucci 

got only five years for the crime.  He did not have to testify or say anything in court.  

After the sentencing Everett faced him down telling Carlucci about how he and his family 

had suffered during this time.   Carlucci turned and said, “I am sorry”. 

 Carlucci’s apology had a profound affect on Everett.  His rage and horror began 

to dissipate.  He decided to write Carlucci and in his letter after once again describing the 

pain Carlucci had caused ended with the words, “I forgive you.” 

 Three weeks later Carlucci replied expressing his deep regret and gratitude for 

Everett’s grace.  Correspondence continued including visits.  In 1991, Rev. Everett went 

before the parole board to push for Carlucci’s freedom.  That June, on the basis of 

Everett’s plea, Carlucci was released after serving only thirty five months in jail. 

 Everett’s act of grace shocked people including members of his own church.  

They were further shocked when Everett presided over the marriage of Mike and Sandi 

Carlucci. 

 What had happened in 1987 was a collision of tragedies.  The Everett’s adopted 

son, Scott had had trouble in school due to a learning disorder that in the 1970s had not 

been discovered.  In this time things would have gone differently.  Scott dropped out of 

high school and for a couple of years was at loose ends to his family’s dismay.  He finally 

began to put his life together getting a good job at a nursing home and then with a firm 

that built swimming pools.  Scott joined AA, met a girl and finally at age 22 seemed to 

have it together.  He bought a boat that he was fixing up. 

 Mike Carlucci was, at the time, continuing his slide into drug abuse.  The once 

strong 265 pound man was by now down to 150 pounds.  Although a skilled mechanic he 
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had never had steady work.  He had been abandoned by his mother and raised by his 

father who beat him often.   

 That night in 1987, Carlucci, drugged and drunk, heard a scream from across the 

hall.  He grabbed a gun, peeked out the door and saw a woman screaming for help.  She 

said she had been attacked and was pointing down the hall to the stairs.  Carlucci could 

hear someone on the landing, banging on a door and loudly yelling.  Carlucci opened the 

security door to the landing, aimed his gun and fired.  Scott had been pounding on the 

door for someone to let him in because he had locked himself out.  Scott and Carlucci 

were neighbors.  They had never met.  After Carlucci fired he went back and called the 

police and waited.  He had not shot the attacker, he had shot an innocent person. 

 Over the last several years Carlucci and Walt Everett have been touring the 

country, sharing the story and sharing the story of grace.  They both have become part of 

the movement to do away with the death penalty.  They also are living examples that 

when one extends their neighborhood miracles continue to occur. 

 We are to love God and we are to love our neighbor as much as we love 

ourselves. 

   


