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	I think just about everyone who has ever been a teacher has had innumerable days like the one Jesus was having just prior to today’s reading from the Gospel according to Mark. Jesus is teaching in the Temple, and everyone is just trying to trick him up, they keep dreaming up “gotcha” questions. First it is the Pharisees and the followers of Herod, demanding to know if it is lawful to pay taxes to Caesar. They know that if Jesus answers “no”, Rome will arrest him for inciting rebellion; if he answers “yes”, his Jewish followers, who detest their Roman overlords, will desert him. No sooner does Jesus outfox them then the Sadducees come up with their question about the man who died after having married and been widowed seven times – in the resurrection, who does he end up with?  Again, Jesus shows them how off base their question is. And then here comes another one….
-------------------
	Robin Myers, a professor of communication studies at Oklahoma City University, writes about how students often ask two different types of questions. The first falls into the utilitarian category, like “How many classes can I miss and still get a good grade?”, and, “Will this be on the test?” 

The second, which often happens after class in the hallway, or in office hours one-on-one, seems to be more about requests for relationship, about validation that they are really on the right track. They ask a question which they already know the answer to, and after Myers tells them the answer, they respond something along the lines of, “Right on, man, that’s it, that’s what I thought.”  
It is like the roles have been reversed, the student is now the teacher, and tells the other that he has aced the exam. Right on, man, you got it. It is like they are having this personal moment with their professor, to prove to them – and maybe to themselves – that they are not just another face in the crowd, but a someone, someone out of the ordinary.

Meyers thinks the same sort of thing is going on here with that nameless religion scholar. You see, his question is a simple one, a softball, a layup for anyone who has taken religious studies 101: “What is the most important of all the commandments?” The answer even had a name, the Shema, and is found back towards the front of what we call the Old Testament, in the Book of Deuteronomy. 

Jesus answered, “The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one;  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.’ The second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.”

We would expect this scholar to take it all in stride, it is, after all, an easy question, and he would have expected Jesus to get to right, unless, of course, he is a total fraud. Which is why the scholar’s reaction is so striking. He compliments Jesus – right on, man -- and then stammers through his own paraphrase of what Jesus has just said. So what is going on?

What is going on, Meyers ventures, is that the scholar gets much more than he was expecting. “He’s heard the greatest commandment before but he is astonished to see it. A routine quiz suddenly turns into something much more, a moment when a lawyer looks up from his paperwork and see the face of God.” (Christian Century October 25, 2000, p. 1069).

And in that moment of recognition, the scholar hears what all those pettifogging Pharisees, all those sickly-slick Sadducees, everyone who were out to push their own tiny-minded agendas at the expense of this humble sage from Galilee, never get to hear. 

“That’s when [Meyers writes] Jesus says the one thing all of us want to hear. All of us who spend our days swimming in the fickle currents of the church, at war with things both petty and impossible – tired, sometimes before the meeting begins – that we are not far from the kingdom of God.” That we, little old us, are not far from the kingdom of God.

 	Today we celebrate All Saints Day. We remember those who have gone on before us, and who from their labors rest. 

We read the names of those who have gone on before us this past year, and for a moment their faces flash before us, and we remember them, and we call to mind their noble deeds of old. 

We remember those who, if only in glimpses, in fits and starts, tried to live up to the simple commands of Jesus to love God with our whole selves and our neighbor as ourselves, and so, like that religion scholar with Jesus, were not far from the kingdom of God. 
But friends, that’s not just them – that is us as well.
 
It’s so easy to lose sight of this good news when we get bogged down with all that is so hard in life, when we get discouraged by the endless to-do lists at home and with family and with church and with everything else that piles up, when we get wrapped up in ourselves and our health issues and loneliness and anxieties.

But you, Shirley Stolte, and you, Carol Allen, and you, Matt Tooker, and each and every one of you here today, when you strive to live out those simple commands of Jesus, you are not far from the kingdom of God.

When we vacation at Christie’s family cabin up in Colorado’s Never Summer Range, a little place way up in the wilderness and far from civilization of any sort, we often take a break from that relative isolation and make the almost two-hour drive over Rabbit Ears pass to Steamboat Springs, a small town in the Yampa Valley which boasts a popular ski resort, a hot spring where you can enjoy a dip, and an old-time cowboy outfitter store named F. M. Light and Sons. 

The drive can be long, especially in bad weather, and yet every few miles you notice off in the sagebrush small yellow signs which contain some variant of this message: 
“Get the Light Idea – stop in at FM Light and Sons 40 miles ahead”; 
or “Get Your Head on Right – Cowboy Hats at F M Light and Sons, 30 miles ahead”; and so on. 

Just when you think you will never get there, another sign pops up to remind you that no, you are not far from your desired destination.

Jesus tells us that we are not far from the kingdom of heaven, and we need to hear that affirmation even as we think we are just never going to get there. 

We may not be all the way there yet; following those simple commands of Jesus is never as easy as we would hope, and no, we are not, any of us, perfect people. And yet we are on the journey together, with the shining example of the saints of old as an inspiration, with that great cloud of witnesses cheering us on, and with Jesus leading us by example; and so no, we are not far from the kingdom of God.

So, to quote that FM Light billboard, get your head on right, and get the light of the world idea – you, yes you, are not far from the kingdom of heaven. Amen.
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