
A Short Teaching on the Great Commandment
by Deacon Gerry Palermo
Greetings on this the 30th Sunday in Ordinary Time
Readings: Ex 22:20-26; PS 18:2-3, 3-4, 47, 51; 1 THES 1:5C-10; MT 22:34-40
“Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?” We ask God for the Headline and
Summary. God, just give me the answer, I’m a busy guy. There’s a game on tonight.
The answer comes to be sure and is as straight forward as it gets. Jesus gives three points. It 
astounds us even today. Many fall on these words of the Lord. For some, the Law is the only 
measure, for others, Love is the only measure. For God, they cannot be separated.
(1) You shall love the Lord, your God: with all your heart / soul / mind. (Deuteronomy 6:5)
(2) You shall love your neighbor as yourself (Leviticus 19:18b) [which is two laws in one]
(3) The whole law [right relations between men] and the prophets [the revelation of the divine 
pathos and the essential relation with God] depend on these two commandments. (Matt 22:40).
Depend – bind together, become inseparable, as being bound to the cross.
In very few words the first and second commandments are expressed as co-joined laws without 
which the entire Law and Prophets are without force. The laws of love: (1) self, (2) neighbor; 
and (3) the Lord must all be fulfilled in order to express the greatest law.
How can we understand this imperative in concrete terms?
The first reading Exodus 22:20-26 give some undeniable behaviors that must be followed. Saint 
Paul’s letter to the Ephesians describes the same in the context of the nature of Church 
(community) and chapter 5 in particular mirrors Exodus 22. We can only make this type of 
change by the grace of God, not by our own power. But to do so, we must first see that the first 
commandment is essentially the pathos of God.
How can we understand this imperative in spiritual terms? The Shema - from God’s perspective:
Hear, O Israel! I, the LORD am your God, alone!
I, the LORD, love you with all my heart, and with all my soul, and with all my strength.
These blessings are essential for you which I shower upon you today.
I teach the Heavenly Hosts to do the same for you.
I infuse my love into your children at the moment of their creation.
I whisper my love to you… when I am working with you and when protecting you at rest.
My promise to you is upon my wrist as a sign to all creation.
I wear your prayers as a pendant on my forehead that your worries are ever before me.
Everywhere I go, I write love notes to you… on your house doorposts and on your gates.

Let’s contemplate the Shema as both the grace of God and the response to God. Let us be 
concrete in reflecting the commandment, for ourselves, our neighbor and our God.

Peace be with you.
Deacon Gerry


