
 1 

Distillates, a sermon in response to Mark 12:28-34 and Ruth 1:1-18, by Rev. Scot McCachren at the First 
Presbyterian Church of East Hampton, November 4, 2018. (Originally formatted to assist oral presentation, 
including irregular punctuation.) 
 
A “DISTILLATE” is something that has been purified. +++ It has been reduced to its pure essence, with no 
remaining impurities – nothing to distract from what it is – at the core of its being. +++ So, for example, when a 
liquid goes through a distillation process – whether its water or something a bit stronger – it is heated to create a 
vapor and then cooled off – condensed – so that it turns back into liquid again – but now it is free of impurities… 
It’s pure. +++ This is something people have known about for a very long time, really. In fact, the great Ancient 
Greek philosopher Aristotle explained in his Meteorologica that seawater can be made perfectly drinkable by 
boiling it and capturing the vapor. +++ Reduced to it pure essence… a DISTillate. +++ But the word is not just 
used for liquids or other physical matter. A DISTillate can be anything that has been reduced to its pure essence – 
like one idea – one truth – that’s at the core of a whole system of thinking – or belief. +++ +++  
 
God’s People had a DISTillate truth like that before they even crossed into the Promised Land – a truth that God 
gave Moses to teach them all – a truth that distills their entire law to ITS essence. It’s called the Shema Yisrael 
(which means, “Hear, O Israel) Shema Yisrael– or sometimes, just the Shema: and it’s found in the 6th chapter of 
Deuteronomy: “””Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord alone.” And it continues, “you shall love the Lord 
your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.”” +++ The Shema is so important – 
so central to faith – that God commands us to keep it in our hearts all the time,… to recite the words to our 
children… to talk about it wherever we are and whatever we are doing… We are to fix the words on our 
foreheads… and write them on the doorposts of our houses. +++ Today, the Shema is still a central feature of 
every Jewish prayer service:: “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.” +++ +++ So, in today’s gospel reading, 
when the scribe asks Jesus, “Which commandment is the first of all?” – it makes sense for Jesus to respond with 
the Shema. +++ But he doesn’t stop there. Jesus adds a second commandment right on top of the first: “You shall 
love your neighbor as yourself,” which is one of many mandates found – not in Deuteronomy, but in the 19th 
chapter of Leviticus. +++ Christ bundles the two: “Love God, AND Love Your Neighbor” – +++ TOGETHER 
+++ are the DISTillate. – +++ It all boils down to LOVE:: AGAPE love (the same selfless, sacrificial kind of love 
that God has for us)… LOVE is the pure essence of who we are called to be… The DISTillate… All the other 
commandments arise out of LOVE – they exist only to serve the call TO love. … And Jesus Christ personifies this 
himself, in everything he does. LOVE is the essence of his very being – love for the outcast – love for the suffering 
– and love for his enemies. 
+++++++++++++++++++++++ 
In Ruth, we find someone else who embodies tender, committed, love. Ruth is a young Moabite woman… Living 
among her own people, she is married to a foreigner – an Israelite. And her mother-in-law is Naomi. When 
Naomi’s husband and sons all die, she, Ruth, and Orpah find themselves widows. … With no one to support her, 
Naomi decides to make her way back to Israel – and she encourages Ruth and Orpah to return to their own mothers 
– to find new husbands – make a fresh start in life. +++ But Ruth refuses to abandon Naomi – she is committed to 
her, saying, “Where you go, I will go; … Your people shall be my people, and your God my God.” +++ In Ruth 
we see the essence of love – love of neighbor, regardless of age or social status – love, regardless of national 
origin or cultural heritage – love, regardless of race or religion – risking her own stability, her own future, leaving 
her homeland and moving to Israel by Naomi’s side. +++ In Ruth (who becomes the grandmother of King David 
and ancestor of Jesus Christ) – love resonates at the core of her being.  
++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
Yesterday, I had the honor of officiating a funeral for a family I did not know a week ago. The service was for a 
wife and mother named Sarah. – She had touched so many lives that this sanctuary and the balcony were full. 
People were standing in the narthex. And so, I wondered what she was like, that so many people were so deeply 
affected by her.  +++ When her husband spoke, I got at least part of the answer. She lived her life for others with 
intentionality, and often talked about the power of love. When the “madness of the world” would drive him to 
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distraction, he said, Sarah would assure him that ultimately, one day, “Love will cure the madness.” +++ I think 
her focus on love, her confidence in the power of love at the heart of all things, is what Jesus wants us all to have. 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
This exchange between Jesus and the scribe about the greatest commandment took place in Jerusalem. It’s at the 
climax of Jesus’ conflict with the scribes and Pharisees in those last days before his arrest. They’ve become so 
legalistic – so wrapped up in the letter of each and every law that they’ve lost the CORE MESSAGE. +++ But, 
the context of the exchange is a little different in Mark. Matthew and Luke have a lawyer ask the question. It’s a 
tricky ploy to trap Jesus – thinking that whatever particular commandment he chooses will ignore other important 
ones. But notice the difference in Mark. This scribe – an expert in the law – realizes that Jesus knows what he is 
talking about. That he speaks Truth. +++ So, I think this is genuine question:: “Which commandment is the first of 
all?” – and he really wants to hear Jesus’ answer. +++ +++ As a scribe, he is used to arguing every detail of the 
law, looking for every nuance, every tangent to pick apart. +++ So, when Jesus gives his answer, I wonder if the 
first light of day for the scribe – the first moment of understanding – is as much intellectual as it is spiritual:: 
“””The first is,” Jesus says, “‘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.””” +++ When 
Jesus gave that answer, it was a moment of deep epiphany for the scribe – AND for everyone else around him. 
+++ When the scribe cries out, “You are right, Teacher;…  you have truly said that [love]… IS much more 
important than ALL whole burnt offerings and sacrifices,” I think he sees clearly for the first time – that love IS 
the common denominator – LOVE is behind everything God has done – everything God calls us to do – and calls 
us to BE. +++ Truly, as Jesus tells him, that epiphany has brought the scribe close to the kingdom of God. 
 
And I also think this shines a different light on the last line of our reading: “After that no one dared to ask him any 
question.” In the other gospels, it’s pretty clear that they are afraid to ask Jesus questions after this because there’s 
just no way to defeat him. Like in Matthew, when – just a few verses back – they tried to trap him with the 
question about taxes and he responds, “Give the emperor the things that are the emperor’s and to God the things 
that are God’s.” +++  If you argue with him – you just end up looking foolish… +++ But not in Mark – not here, 
anyway – here, the scribe that raised the question has just been SAVED. +++ So I wonder if no one else will dare 
to ask questions because all the witnesses have also been brought close to the kingdom of God by Jesus’ words.  
+++ There’s nothing else left to be said – after that answer – an answer that reveals the DISTillate of the law +++ 
– it’s pure essence:: LOVE. – +++ Perhaps they see that any other question is pointless. They have all the 
answer they need… +++ And so they stand – +++ in stunned silence. 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
This morning, I think we have a lot to learn from this scribe’s run-in with Jesus. +++ When we cherry-pick a law 
here and a commandment there and convince ourselves THAT’S the DISTillate – zeroing in on what jibes with our 
own warped sense of righteousness:: “This is an abomination so it must be forbidden – that is unpure so it must be 
punished.”… +++ If Love is not our prime motivation – +++ if, in fact, we use our religion to sideline 
someone,+++ to disempower them,+++ to stigmatize them – to send them away hungry, back into the hands of 
violence… +++ when we use the letter of the law to advance our own agendas – to enforce our own prejudices – 
when we do THAT – we violate the Core Essence of God’s Law – the DISTillate. +++ LOVE. +++ +++ BUT… 
when you embrace the law of love – when you wake up like the scribe, and realize:: – “”You are Right, Jesus! 
Love IS the glue that holds it all together.”” +++ When that becomes our driving force – when “Love God, 
Love My Neighbor” is your mantra, and you look for creative,… crazy,… and daring ways to live it out – to 
express love of neighbor in everything you say and do – … despite distance or international boundaries – … 
despite ethnicity or religion –…  despite gender identity or whom anyone loves …+++ +++ when LOVE in its 
DISTillate form – its purest essence – is your driving force – truly YOU have come near to the kingdom of God, 
where your savior greets you with open arms. 
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 


