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Deuteronomy 6:1-9
Psalm 119:1-8
Mark 12:28-34

Almighty and merciful God, it is only by your gift 

that  your  faithful  people  offer  you true  and laudable 

service:  Grant  that  we may run without  stumbling to 

obtain  your  heavenly  promises;  through  Jesus  Christ 

our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy 

Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen.



Deuteronomy 6:1-9

Moses  said:  Now  this  is  the  commandment--the 

statutes and the ordinances--that the LORD your God 

charged me to teach you to observe in the land that you 

are about to cross into and occupy, so that you and your 

children  and  your  children’s  children,  may  fear  the 

LORD your God all the days of your life, and keep all 

his  decrees  and  his  commandments  that  I  am 

commanding you, so that your days may be long. Hear 

therefore, O Israel, and observe them diligently, so that 

it may go well with you, and so that you may multiply 

greatly in a land flowing with milk and honey, as the 

LORD, the God of your ancestors, has promised you.

Hear, O Israel: The LORD is our God, the LORD 

alone. You shall love the LORD your God with all your 

heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might. 

Keep these words that I am commanding you today in 



your heart. Recite them to your children and talk about 

them when you are at home and when you are away, 

when you lie down and when you rise. Bind them as a 

sign  on  your  hand,  fix  them as  an  emblem on  your 

forehead,  and  write  them  on  the  doorposts  of  your 

house and on your gates.



Psalm 119:1-8 Page 763, BCP

Aleph: Beati immaculati

1 Happy are they whose way is blameless, 
who walk in the law of the LORD!

2 Happy are they who observe his decrees 
and seek him with all their hearts!

3 Who never do any wrong, 
but always walk in his ways.

4 You laid down your commandments, 
that we should fully keep them.

5 Oh, that my ways were made so direct 
that I might keep your statutes!

6 Then I should not be put to shame, 
when I regard all your commandments.

7 I will thank you with an unfeigned heart, 
when I have learned your righteous judgments.

8 I will keep your statutes; 
do not utterly forsake me.



Mark 12:28-34

One of the scribes came near and heard the Saducees 
disputing with one another, and seeing that Jesus 
answered them well, he asked him, “Which 
commandment is the first of all?” 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.” 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’; 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.” 
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.



SERMON

Some time ago, one of you asked me to do a sermon 

on  the  Creed  which  we  recite  each  Sunday  in 

affirmation  of  the  church's  understanding.  I  kind  of 

tucked that in the back of my mind for later, but this 

week I have had several interesting discussions at the 

Chapel of St. Starbuck on related topics and when I saw 

that the text today includes a creed that the Jews call the 

“S'hma” it seemed a sign from above. We need to talk 

about creeds in general.

A creed is an authoritative, formulated statement of 

the chief articles of belief. When we recite the Apostles’ 

or  the  Nicene  Creed  in  worship,  we  are  reminding 

ourselves of the basics of the church's teaching about 

God, Christ, the Holy Spirit, and the story to which we 

have given our hearts. 

Moses  gave  the  Jews  such  a  creed,  called  the 

“S'hma” in his great sermon that we call the book of 



Deuteronomy.

Hear, O Israel: The LORD is our God, the 
LORD alone. You shall love the LORD your 
God with all your heart, and with all your soul, 
and with all your might.

In our Gospel passage, Jesus affirmed this creed to 

be the first of the commandments. 

“Which commandment is the first of all?” 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.’ 

So, what makes a Jew a Jew? Many things, but one 

of them is that a Jew recites the S’hma upon his rising 

up  and  his  lying  down  –  morning  and  night.  The 

insistence that there is but one God, to whom we owe 

our very existence and our every fealty set Jews apart 

from their  neighbors  and caused them many tears.  If 

you  are  living  in  an  occupied  country,  and  the 

occupying force holds to a polytheistic religion, you are 



in a world of hurt. An insistence on a monotheistic faith 

does  not  permit  compromise  with  the  polytheistic 

understanding of your overlords.  So,  the first  thing a 

creed does, if taken seriously, is to divide people into 

those  who  embrace  the  creed  as  a  statement  of 

understanding and those who don’t.

My  theological  forefather,  Alexander  Campbell, 

found himself a member of an Old Light Anti-Burgher 

Seceder Presbyterian Church. Starting from right to left, 

Seceder  Presbyterians  selected  their  own  ministers. 

Anti-Seceder Presbyterian ministers  were assigned by 

higher  church  authorities.  After  1747  local  public 

officials in Scotland, known as Burghers, assumed for 

themselves  the  power  to  decide  whether  local 

congregations  would  be  Seceders  or  Anti-Seceders. 

Congregations  opposed  to  this  governmental  power 

were  called  Anti-Burgher.  New-Light  Presbyterians 

believed that Scripture should be used to shed new light 



onto  the  proper  interpretations  of  the  Westminster 

Confession.  Old-Lights,  of  course,  were against  this1. 

Campbell’s church believed that Scripture shouldn’t be 

used  to  shed  new  light  upon  the  Westminster 

Confession,  didn’t  believe  that  Burghers  should  have 

the power to decide how a church selected its minister, 

and believed that the congregation had to power to call 

its own minister. How’s that for division? How’s that 

for our experience here at Community? Six years ago 

Session asked me to be your pastor. I replied, “I’d love 

to be your pastor, but you guys are Presbyterians. You 

can’t  do that.” I  had assumed you were Anti-Seceder 

Presbyterians,  but  it  turned  out  you  were  Seceder 

Presbyterians after all.

Good  Presbyterian  that  he  was,  Alexander 

underwent  the  required  examinations  about  the 

Confessions and Creeds of the Presbyterian church to 

1 http://www.aliensphere.com/one/pmeetings/Dan_Richards_sept_2006_luncheon.htm



prepare himself to receive Communion, and received a 

token indicating that he could partake of Communion. 

The  divisions  within  the  church,  however,  convinced 

him  that  he  could  not  continue  within  it.  When 

Communion was offered, he put in his token, signifying 

that he had done what the church demanded, but left 

without partaking, permanently severing himself from 

the Presbyterian Church. Creeds divide people.

The  division  within  the  Presbyterian  church  in 

Alexander’  time  is  mirrored  today.  It’s  an 

oversimplification,  but  you  could  liken  the  split 

between the PC(USA) and the Presbyterian Church in 

America to the split between Old Light and New Light 

Presbyterians of Alexander’ time. Each group has given 

their  hearts  to  a  different  understanding  of  the 

Westminster Confession, among other issues.

So  why  does  the  Presbyterian  Church  remain 

creedal? It does so for the same reason that Jews recite 



the S’hma morning and evening – the creeds are there 

to remind us of the story to which we have given our 

hearts because it’s noisy out there and we are a forgetful 

people.

Not all churches are creedal, however. The Christian 

Church  (Disciples  of  Christ),  to  take  an  obvious 

example for me, does not embrace creeds as a test of 

fellowship. It  recognizes that no creed could possibly 

capture all of God within human words, and allows for 

fellowship  among  those  with  differing  views.  When 

accepting  a  new  member,  the  congregation  requires 

only a simple statement of faith: “I believe that Jesus is 

the Christ and I accept him as my personal Lord and 

Savior.”  This  sounds  very  tolerant  and welcoming to 

21st Century  ears,  but  it  does  raise  a  question:  are 

members of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) 

permitted to believe just anything? Or everything? Or 

even nothing? Creedal churches risk stifling individual 



beliefs in favor of teaching an understanding which has 

withstood the trials of the ages. Non-creedal churches 

risk  a  fellowship  of  chaos  in  favor  of  honoring 

individual understanding. Y’ pays your money and y’ 

takes your chances.

I’ve  been  careful  to  use  the  phrase  “the  story  to 

which  we  have  given  our  hearts”  throughout.  That’s 

because the word “believe” has changed over time. It is 

more helpful to speak of the story to which we have 

humbly  given  our  hearts  than  to  attempt  to  involve 

ourselves in what the world believes the word “believe” 

means.  To the world, to believe is to give your assent to 

the  truth  of  a  statement  of  (usually)  questionable 

objective  truth.  To  the  world,  one  might  believe  in 

Santa Claus or the Easter Bunny, but to the church, to 

believe is to give your heart to the story. It is a much 

older meaning of the word “believe”.

What  in  the  world  does  that  mean,  to  give  your 



heart to the story?

Some thirty five years ago, Jim Rucker asked me all 

manner of alarming questions about my future conduct 

in  relation  to  a  lovely  woman who was  inexplicably 

looking at me with admiration and love in her eyes. He 

asked me if I would take her as my wife and pledge my 

troth to her (whatever that may be). He asked if I was 

willing  to  live  with  her  and  cherish  her.  Then,  he 

suggested that I promise her that I would be her loving 

and faithful husband in plenty and in want, in joy and in 

sorrow, in sickness and in health as long as we both 

should live. Objectively, I had no way to know if I was 

going to do all that! I mean, she looked real nice at the 

time, but so long as we both shall live? We’re talking a 

long time here. She might get mean later. There might 

be a dark side to the woman I hadn’t noticed. I think, 

objectively, all I could truthfully promise would be “I’ll 

sure try my best.”



I have every reason to believe that neither the pretty 

girl  standing  beside  me  nor  Jim Rucker  would  have 

viewed that as an appropriate answer. It might, strictly 

speaking, be the only objectively honest response, since 

I  could  not  predict  the  future,  but  it  would 

unquestionably have been the wrong answer. The right 

answer was to say “The future to which you refer, the 

story you propose, is that to which I give my heart, my 

fealty,  my  love  and  my  assent.”  Our  wedding  vows 

became our creed. 

The  creed  we  recite  each  Sunday  is  called  the 

Apostles'  Creed, leading us to believe that the twelve 

Apostles wrote it. Indeed, that is the story often urged – 

that  each  Apostle  wrote  a  part  of  it.  Unfortunately, 

history doesn't seem to bear this out. We can't trace it 

earlier  than  the  8th  Century.  Of  course,  absence  of 

evidence  isn't  evidence  of  absence,  but  sometime 

around the year 750 AD is our first instance of the text.



In the same way I was happy to plight my troth to 

Kathy even though I didn't  and still  don't  know what 

plighted or troth mean, we tend to rip through the creed 

(and the Lord's prayer) without much understanding. I 

was leading a congregation in central Kentucky in the 

Lord's  prayer  when I  realized I  was  just  reciting the 

text.  I  tried to think about  what  I  was saying, then I 

couldn't  recite  it.  Apparently,  I  can  think  about  it  or 

recite it, but not both. That church still talks about the 

preacher who didn't know the Lord's Prayer.

Have Kathy and I always followed our creed? No, 

we’re  human.  We have had spats  and  disagreements. 

The point isn’t perfect obedience to the creed. The point 

is that the creed to which we agreed so long ago is the 

place to which we have promised to return from our 

human excursions away from it. It is so with the creed 

we recite each Sunday. During the week we may act as 

though we have forgotten that we believe in God the 



Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth and in Jesus 

Christ His only begotten Son our Lord, but on Sunday, 

we come together as a community which has given its 

heart to these words. When we recite them we remind 

ourselves of those times during the week when we have 

been  insensitive  to  those  words,  and  we  ask 

forgiveness,  just  as  I  must  ask  forgiveness  of  Kathy 

when I have been insensitive to our creed. 

The words of the creed do not define God, but point 

us to God and our perfect relationship to Him just as the 

creed to which Kathy and I agreed does not define our 

marriage, but points us in the direction of the perfect 

joining of two people which we wish our marriage to 

be.

I urge you not to rattle off the Creed, nor yet to use 

it  as  defining the “true faith”  as  some Christians  do, 

excluding those whose creeds differ from that which we 

recite. It is a reminder of the story to which  we have 



given our hearts, not a limit upon God’s ability to reach 

His children. As such it  is  holy, and is  entitled to be 

treated as such.

AMEN



Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New 
Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education 
of the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.
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