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Sermon 05-050/6-2018 

Love in a polarized world – Rev. Markus Wegenast 

Mark 12:28-34 
 

28 One of the scribes came near and heard them disputing with one another, and seeing that he answered 

them well, he asked him, “Which commandment is the first of all?” 29 Jesus answered, “The first is, 

‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; 30 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.’ 31 The second is this, 

‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.” 32 Then 

the scribe said to him, “You are right, Teacher; you have truly said that ‘he is one, and besides him there 

is no other’; 33 and ‘to love him with all the heart, and with all the understanding, and with all the 

strength,’ and ‘to love one’s neighbor as oneself,’—this is much more important than all whole burnt 

offerings and sacrifices.” 34 When Jesus saw that he answered wisely, he said to him, “You are not far 

from the kingdom of God.” After that no one dared to ask him any question. 

 

1) Polarization  
Who do you say you are?... 

- Are you a conservative or rather liberal? 

- Do you have a more socialistic outlook on life or are you rather a capitalist? 

- Are you passionate about keeping the environment clean or the industry healthy? 

- Do you support gay rights or does your heart beat for promoting traditional 

marriage?  

- Are you a pacifist or a gun rights activist? 

- Do you favor a more secure boarder and tough regulations on immigration or 

do you want immigration to be easier so more people can come into the US? 

 

Some of the opposing pairs I just mentioned may leave you rather cold, others may 

get your blood pressure up when you just hear the term.  

Polarization has become a new defining element in our society. Some worldviews 

are irreconcilable and are bound to clash.  

 

There is a lot us people can be divided about. Going to the same church does not 

mean you are also on the same page with everyone. This means we have an 

opportunity to figure out as a church what it means that God brings us together in 

the midst of a polarized world… 

 

Can I tell you something that you may find shocking? I think it is not that bad if we 

are polarized!   You did not expect me to say that, did you? 

 

What I mean is that I think it is absolutely fine to be passionate and hot about 

issues of life. I even want to say it is almost impossible to be in perfect balance all 

the time when it comes to the big questions of life. 

 

Imagine how boring and bland life would be if we were all on the same page. 

There’s something refreshing in being confronted with people who disagree with 

you sharply. It can open your horizon to new levels. Yes? 
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Do you think it is ok if we are not on the same page when it comes to the greatest 

commandment for Christians? 

Let me explain… 

 

2) Polarization and the greatest commandment   
Jesus was asked what the greatest commandment was. It wasn’t a random question 

but one that had been debated by scholars and people on the street for over a 

hundred years. Fiercely. Everybody was excited to hear what answer Jesus would 

give. 

 

He gave a double answer: 

 

Love the lord your God – ok, a no brainer for a devout Jew, “and your neighbor as 

yourself – there is no commandment greater than these…” 

 

While there was an element of surprise among Jesus’ contemporaries about this 

answer it has become a no-brainer to us Christians. It’s the defining passage for 

everyone who follows Jesus.  

In fact, it may be the most well-known Jesus statement among people who don’t 

subscribe to the Christian faith. To love God and neighbor has become a key piece 

of western societies’ ethics.  

 

But that doesn’t mean that we truly live it! Neither as a society nor as a church. 

Yes? 

 

Do you feel that polarization is happening these days when it comes to the greatest 

commandment? Are people either hot in their love for God or hot in their love for 

neighbor?  

 

I went to a retreat a couple of years ago where I talked with a pastor friend of mine 

about the dividedness within the church and she said something that stuck with me:  

“When it comes to church life,” she said, “you find that the conservative 

people tend to focus more on loving God while the liberal people tend to focus 

more on loving their neighbor.” 

 

I’m not sure if this is true and I’m not sure if I agree, but her statement has 

captured me ever since. 

 

To me it’s not so much the question whether conservative and liberal people feel 

differently about the greatest commandment – to me the terrifying fascination is 

that as people in general we just tend to have trouble with being balanced in the 

one area where balance is of utmost importance.  

I would say that our human condition has it that when we’re hot for one side 

we naturally grow colder for the opposing side, we become polarized.  
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But Jesus leaves no room for polarization when it comes to the double command-

ment of love. “There is no commandment greater than these” suggests that they 

mutually imply each other, that each assumes the other. Do you hear Jesus say: “Go 

and pick which one of the two greatest commandments you want to follow…” No! 

 

Friends, I believe that Jesus’ double answer regarding the greatest commandment 

speaks powerfully into the phenomenon of our time in which we are so divided and 

polarized as a society, including as a church. 

 

We all have our preferences and convictions. Different things come more natural to 

different people. For some of you it is more satisfying to immerse in social action, in 

active deeds that make a difference in people’s lives. And some of you are naturally 

drawn to find great fulfillment in the act of worship, study and devotion. [social “vs.” 

personal holiness] 

We can’t play these two pairs out against each other. It would go against 

everything that Jesus wanted to establish.  

 

Yes, I’ve heard the argument many times: “But don’t I love God through loving my 

neighbor? Isn’t it the purest form of love for God when I focus on my neighbor?”  

Jesus doesn’t say that, Jesus says that both are the greatest commandment 

and I think he knew exactly what he was doing when he said it!  

Because loving your neighbor can be quite hard, even impossible, without 

loving God also. Let me give you an example:  

 

Imagine you are an outspoken pacifist, you feel naturally drawn to the 

commandment to love your neighbor, the sanctity of human life is paramount to 

you. Now it just so happens that you find yourself seated in a group of NRA 

members. You’re probably not very comfortable. As a pacifist you may actually 

see them as your enemies (even as a pacifist you don’t use that word). Jesus tells 

you that the greatest achievement in your life as a human being is to love those 

NRA members even, and especially, when you start talking about gun laws! You 

are not tasked to agree with them or to not challenge them, but you are tasked to 

love them. Picture yourself and realize how hard that is.  

I don’t think anyone is capable to practice such love without a firm love 

relationship and groundedness in God. That’s where Jesus double answer becomes 

practical. When you realize that loving your neighbor ain’t as easy as it sounds – it 

depends upon another love, the love for God. 
 

Balance is hard, balance is tough, balance is so worth it but it may take time. 
 

Don’t beat yourself up when you feel that you are polarized or polarizing. We 

people tend to be that way. But find the greatest instruction in the midst of your 

polarization. Find the instruction to love and not to give up loving both your God 

and your neighbor and you may find that suddenly or eventually, you become a 

highly depolarizing person.  
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I wish I could tell you a profound success story out of my own life now. But 

instead I’m going to share with you a story of my personal struggle with the 

greatest commandment. 

I went to a three day pastors’ workshop. One of the presenters got me going 

from almost the very beginning. I was so upset and frustrated about the things he 

said, I felt they were contrary to a sound biblical faith. His theology was, oh I don’t 

even know if I want to call it theology – to me it was more like sacrilegious 

blasphemy soaked in nice-sounding words. When I heard some of my more liberal 

clergy colleagues cheer for him it didn’t make it a better experience for me! 

I struggled to love this person even though he was a pastor/brother of the 

same denomination I am. I have since reflected and meditated often about what it 

looks like for me to obey Christ’s commandment to love my colleague, brother, 

neighbor.  

I’ve realized it is okay for me to be polarized. That it is okay that I know 

what I believe and cherish about Christian tradition. That it is even okay to judge 

in a correcting way - but that it is not okay to condemn because there is no love in 

condemnation. For this I had and still have to enter into a polarizing dance between 

the two commandments. I can’t get stuck on one side, I need them both to make 

divine love happen.  

Let’s put it into sharper language: I can’t love my enemy without being in 

a love relationship with God. And I can’t love God without asking for his help 

to love my enemy. It’s that simple and it’s that hard.  

 

When my love for God prompts me to see the person from the other pole as a 

neighbor I may find the strength to love him. My polarized love will enable me 

more to engage with him in conversation than my polarized condemnation would 

ever accomplish, it would just polarize further. My love, not my condemnation, 

will make me attempt to correct my neighbor’s opinion but I may not succeed with 

it – I may only succeed in living out the greatest commandment and love my God 

and love my neighbor even if he will never be a friend. In Christ one does not need 

to be friends to love – that is the power of unity that comes from the risen one?  

 

Friends, I don’t have any reason to believe that it will get easier anytime soon to 

fulfill Christ’s command. Please be willing to fight this good fight. Don’t give up. 

With Christ all things are possible. Amen.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

Before communion: 

How do you command to love? You model love. It’s striking that the Bible contains more 

information about God’s love for us than instruction for us to love God! 

Come taste and see God’s love so you can be a person of love, polarized as you may be… 


