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The greatest

commandment of all
MATTHEW 22:34-40

When the Pharisees heard that Jesus
had silenced the Sadducees they got
together and, to disconcert him,

one of them put a question, 'Master,
which is the greatest commandment
of the Law?' Jesus said, 'You must
love the Lord your God with all your
heart, with all your soul, and with all
your mind. This is the greatest and
the first commandment. The second
resembles it: You must love your
neighbour as yourself. On these two
commandments hang the whole Law,
and the Prophets also.’s

A WORD FROM
POPE FRANCIS

Today’s gospel
Reading reminds
us that the whole
of Divine Law can
be summed up in

our love for God
and neighbour.
Matthew the Evangelist recounts
that several Pharisees colluded to
put Jesus to the test (cf. Matthew
22:34-35). One of them, a doctor
of the law, asked him this question:
“Teacher, which is the greatest
commandment in the law?” (v.

36). Jesus, quoting the Book of
Deuteronomy, answered: “You shall
love the Lord your God with all
your heart, and with all your soul,
and with all your mind. This is the

greatest and first commandment” (vv.
37-38). And he could have stopped
there. Yet, Jesus adds something that
was not asked by the doctor of the

law. He says, in fact: “And a second is
like it, You shall love your neighbour
as yourself” (v. 39). And in this case
too, Jesus does not invent the second
commandment, but takes it from the
Book of Leviticus. The novelty is in
his placing these two commandments
together — love for God and love

for neighbour — revealing that

they are in fact inseparable and
complementary, two sides of the
same coin. You cannot love God
without loving your neighbour and
you cannot love your neighbour
without loving God. Pope Benedict
gave us a beautiful commentary on
this topic in his first Encyclical Deus
Caritas Est (nn. 16-18).

In effect, the visible sign a Christian
can show in order to witness to his love
for God to the world and to others, to
his family, is the love he bears for his
brothers. The Commandment to love
God and neighbour is the first, not
because it is at the top of the list of
Commandments. Jesus does not place
it at the pinnacle but at the centre,
because it is from the heart that
everything must go out and to which
everything must return and refer.

In the Old Testament, the requirement
to be holy, in the image of God who is
holy, included the duty to care for the
most vulnerable people, such as the
stranger, the orphan and the widow
(cf. Ex 22:20-26). Jesus brings this
Covenant law to fulfilment; He who
unites in himself, in his flesh, divinity
and humanity, a single mystery of love.
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Now, in the light of this Word of Jesus,
love is the measure of faith, and faith
is the soul of love. We can no longer
separate a religious life, a pious life,
from service to brothers and sisters,

to the real brothers and sisters that

we encounter. We can no longer divide
prayer, the encounter with God in

the sacraments, from listening to the
other, closeness to his life, especially to
his wounds. Remember this: love is the
measure of faith. How much do you
love? Each one answer silently. How is
your faith? My faith is as I love. And
faith is the soul of love.

TALKING POINTS

1. Jesus places the great commandment not at the
pinnacle but at the centre. Why might this be so and
what is the significance or repercussions of such an

action?

2. ‘In the middle of the dense forest of rules and
regulations, Jesus makes an opening through which one
can catch a glimpse of two (significant) faces’. Have you
ever been moved by the relief which comes with such
an experience? Share your story of Jesus simplifying a

situation by a glimpse of love.

Talking & Prayer points contributed by Trish McCarthy,
CCD & Evangelisation Coordinator, Diocese of Wollongong

In the middle of the dense forest

of rules and regulations — to the
legalisms of past and present — Jesus
makes an opening through which

one can catch a glimpse of two faces:
the face of the Father and the face of
the brother. He does not give us two
formulas or two precepts: there are no
precepts nor formulas. He gives us two
faces, actually only one real face, that
of God reflected in many faces, because
in the face of each brother, especially
of the smallest, the most fragile,

the defenseless and needy, there is
God’s own image. And we must ask
ourselves: when we meet one of these

brothers, are we able to recognize the
face of God in him? Are we able to do
this?

In this way, Jesus offers to all the
fundamental criteria on which to base
one’s life. But, above all, He gave us
the Holy Spirit, who allows us to love
God and neighbour as He does, with

a free and generous heart. With the
intercession of Mary, our Mother, let
us open ourselves to welcome this
gift of love, to walk forever with this
two-fold law, which really has only one
facet: the law of love.

PRAYER POINTS

Pray for Each Other: Ask about and pray for the needs of
the group members. Individuals might pray for themselves
or ask someone else to pray for them.

Response: Jesus, teach us love.

Reflect: Fr Francis says love for God and love for
neighbour are two sides of the same coin. For a coin to have
value, both sides must be intact. Spend some time looking
over each side of the ‘coin’ you hold - your love for God

and your love for neighbour. What do you notice? What

questions do you have? What can you appreciate?

Closing Prayer: Holy Spirit, teach us to love God with

our whole heart, our soul, our mind. Draw us deeper into

the mystery of God’s great love as we go forth led by the

natural rhythm of our beating heart - love for God, love for

neighbour.
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