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Many of the early Methodists in England were working class people who were unable to read or write.  

John Wesley, the founder of Methodism, encouraged them to memorize and practice one particular 

passage of scripture.  

 

The passage he encouraged them to memorize is Matthew 22:36-39 which is known as the Great 

Commandment.   Wesley told people that if they practiced these two things, love God and love others, 

then they were on the path to being faithful followers of Jesus. 

 

During September we are getting back to the basics of our faith and John Wesley reminds us of our basic 

commitment to love God and to love our neighbors as ourselves.  

 

Read Matthew 22:36-39. Teacher, what is the greatest commandment in the Law? He replied, “You must 

love the Lord your God with your whole being, and with your whole mind.” This is the first and greatest 

commandment. And a second is like it: “You must love your neighbor as you love yourself.”   YOU MUST 

LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD WITH YOUR WHOLE BEING.   

 

Jesus demonstrated what it means to love God with your whole being by laying down his own life out of 

his love for others.  Here is how the Gospel of John puts it: 

 

Read John 15:11-13. I have said these things to you so that my joy will be in you and your joy will be 

complete. This is my commandment: love each other just as I have loved you. No one has greater love 

than to give up one’s life for one’s friends.  NO ONE HAS GREATER LOVE THAN TO GIVE UP ONE’S LIFE 

FOR ONE’S FRIENDS. 

 

This morning we are going to think about committing our whole lives to love as God has loved us.  

President Abraham Lincoln once wrote these inspiring words on commitment which I invite you to take 

home with you as a reminder of what commitment looks like. 

 

President Lincoln wrote: COMMITMENT IS WHAT TRANSFORMS A PROMISE INTO REALITY.   

 

Other writers have added these words to amplify Lincoln’s statement:   

 

IT IS THE WORDS THAT SPEAK BOLDLY OF YOUR INTENTIONS.  THE ACTIONS WHICH SPEAK LOUDER 

THAN WORDS.  IT IS MAKING THE TIME WHERE THERE IS NONE; COMING THROUGH TIME AFTER TIME, 

YEAR AFTER YEAR.  COMMITMENT IS THE STUFF CHARACTER IS MADE OF; THE POWER TO CHANGE THE 

FACE OF THINGS.  IT IS THE DAILY TRIUMPH OF INTERGRITY OVER SKEPTICISM.   

 

COMMITMENT IS WHAT TRANSFORMS A PROMISE INTO REALITY. 

 

PRAYER 

 

I suspect that all of us have sung the little HOKEY POKEY song at some time in our lives when we were 

growing up.  Children gather in a circle and sing these words: 

 



YOU PUT YOUR RIGHT ARM IN, YOUR RIGHT ARM OUT, YOU PUT YOUR RIGHT ARM IN AND YOU SHAKE 

IT ALL ABOUT.  YOU DO THE HOKEY POKEY AND YOU TURN YOURSELF AROUND. THAT’S WHAT IT’S ALL 

ABOUT. 

 

The final verse of that song is:  YOU PUT YOUR WHOLE SELF IN, YOU PUT YOUR WHOLE SELF OUT, YOU 

PUT YOUR WHOLE SELF IN AND YOU SHAKE IT ALL ABOUT.  YOU DO THE HOKEY POKEY AND YOU TURN 

YOURSELF AROUND. THAT’S WHAT IT ALL ABOUT. 

 

Maybe there is more truth to the words in that song than we realize.  Maybe putting your whole self in 

and making a total commitment to do something good in the world really is what life is all about.  

Maybe the meaning of life is found when we make a complete commitment of ourselves to making a 

positive difference in the world.   

 

Maybe a meaningful life only comes to us when we put our whole selves into what God calls us to do.  

 

In the Great Commandment Jesus tells us to LOVE GOD WITH OUR WHOLE BEING.  Our whole being 

means our total and complete commitment with nothing held back.  It means putting our time, talent, 

treasure and energy, our whole self into loving God and loving people through everything we do.  It 

doesn’t mean to love God a little, when we think about it or when it is convenient or when it is to our 

own advantage.   

 

It means to put our whole selves into loving God and others with all that we are and have. 

 

Jesus not only taught us to love God with our whole being, he demonstrated it with his own life.  He 

gave 100% of his time, talent, energy and resources to share God’s love with all people and he even 

came to the point of laying down his life out of his love for others. 

 

Jesus puts it this way in the Gospel of John:  NO ONE HAS GREATER LOVE THAN THIS. TO GIVE UP ONE’S 

LIFE FOR ONE’S FRIENDS.   

 

Jesus put his whole life into loving God through giving up his life for others and that’s what life is all 

about. 

 

Life is ultimately all about giving ourselves completely to love - expressing our love to God by loving 

others with our whole being. 

 

The truth about life is that we only find meaning in life when we make a commitment to put our whole 

self into something loving, compassionate, and in harmony with the will of God. 

 

Tragically, people often seem to wait around for life to bring meaning to them.  

 

Some people seem to wait on the shore of the river of life waiting for God to bring meaning and joy into 

their lives and becoming angry at God when it doesn’t happen.  However, the truth is that we have to 

jump into the river of life, put our whole selves into the river, get into God’s current and discover the 

joy, miracles and meaning that comes when we first make a basic commitment to love God and love 

others.  

 



President Abraham Lincoln is a model of one who made a whole hearted commitment to doing 

something good for our nation and our world.  Lincoln was totally committed to saving our nation from 

being broken into a northern nation and a southern nation at whatever cost.  He was totally committed 

to ending the horrible practice of slavery in our nation without any reservations. 

 

Most historians now realize that it was the unwavering and total commitment of President Abraham 

Lincoln which saved this nation.  At the time Lincoln was highly criticized and belittled by newspaper 

editors and people around the nation for his policies, but now we realize that without Lincoln’s un- 

wavering commitment, we would probably be two separate nations today - the United States of 

America in the north and the Confederate States of America in the south and slavery would probably 

have existed for a much longer time in the confederate states.     

 

Lincoln’s total commitment ultimately cost him his life, but every American is in his debt because of his 

unwavering commitment to a cause greater than himself. 

 

During the Civil War Lincoln wrote these words about commitment which probably reflect his own 

philosophy:  COMMITMENT IS WHAT TRANSFORMS A PROMISE INTO REALITY.  Commitment transforms 

a verbal promise into a visible reality.  It is what changes the world. 

 

We can make promises to do good in the world but if we don’t put our whole-hearted commitment 

behind it, it may just be empty words.  But with whole-hearted commitment, a promise becomes a 

reality and our actions speak louder than our words. 

 

This morning I want us to think about the depth of our own commitment.  What are we committed to 

with our whole being?  What are we willing to lay down our lives for?   

 

Tomorrow night Greg Mortenson the famous author of THREE CUPS OF TEA and STONES INTO SCHOOLS 

will be speaking from this pulpit.   

 

Greg Mortenson is a living model of commitment and the power of commitment to transform a verbal 

promise into visible reality.    

 

Here is his story.  Greg Mortensen was born in Minnesota and when he was one year old his parents 

became Lutheran Missionary educators to Tanzania in Africa and he was raised and educated there for 

the first 16 years of his life.  When he was 18 he joined the United States Army and served as a medic in 

Germany for 2 years.  He returned to Minnesota where he attended Concordia College for two years and 

then transferred to the University of South Dakota in Vermillion where he received his Bachelor’s degree 

in Chemistry and an associate degree in Nursing. 

 

Greg eventually moved to San Francisco, California where he was an emergency room nurse but his 

passion was mountain climbing and his goal was to climb all of the highest peaks in the world.   

 

In 1993 Greg was with a group of Climbers seeking to climb K-2 which is the second highest mountain in 

the world located in Pakistan in the Himalayas.  They got close to the top of the mountain but a fellow 

climber needed to be rescued and a fierce blizzard came in and forced them to cancel their plans and 

return to their base camp. 

 



However, on the way down the mountain, Greg took a wrong turn on the path and became separated 

from the rest of the group in the blizzard and wandered for several days seeking to find the base camp.  

Eventually, he wandered into a small Pakistani village high in the mountains where most people had 

never seen a foreigner.  He was weak, freezing, starving,  and felt like he was almost dead.   

 

The leader of the village took him into his own home and gave him food and shelter and nursed him 

back to health.  A week or so later when he regained his strength he wanted to learn all he could about 

these compassionate Muslims in a remote Pakistani village who had saved his life.  

 

As he toured the village he came to a group of children who were attending classes outdoors.  They had 

no teacher and no pencils or paper.  They were sitting outside on the ground and the older ones were 

teaching the younger ones the alphabet and their numbers by scratching them on the ground with a 

stick. 

 

Mortensen was shocked that here were some children eager to learn but they had no school room, no 

teacher and no books, pencils or paper.   

 

Mortensen asked the village leaders what he could do to thank them for saving his life and they all said 

that they needed a school, school supplies and a teacher for the education of their children. 

 

Mortensen made a promise to them that he would return to their village someday and build them a 

school and provide a teacher and the supplies they needed.  He made a commitment to do this when he 

had no idea how he would be able to fulfill that commitment.   

 

When he got back to San Francisco he continued working as a nurse in an emergency unit and saving his 

money to build a school for the children in that village in Pakistan. 

 

In order to save money, he gave up his apartment and slept in his car so he could raise the thousands of 

dollars needed to build a school and provide a teacher and supplies.  Talk about commitment! 

 

He had no idea how to raise money so he sent out letters to wealthy people all over the nation.  Only 

one person responded.  Tom Brokaw sent him a check for $100 because he was a graduate from the 

University of South Dakota where Tom Brokaw had also graduated.   

 

Eventually, Jean Horni, a wealthy Silicon Valley Pioneer and mountain climber, gave him the money to 

return to Pakistan and build and supply the school.  Mortensen had to first build a bridge across a raging 

river to get the supplies to the village.  He uses that bridge as an analogy of how to work with people in 

another nation.  We first have to build bridges of communication and understanding before we can 

work together to build schools for the education of children.    

 

The people of the village donated the land and the labor to build the school and it became the first of 

131 schools that Greg Mortensen and the Central Asia Institute have built in poor villages all around 

Pakistan and Afghanistan.   

 

Today nearly 60,000 students, about half of them girls, receive a good education and new hope for the 

future because one nurse/mountain climber made a verbal commitment and a promise that has turned 

into a visible reality.    

 



Mortensen encountered incredible obstacles which would have stopped anyone else without the depth 

of his commitment.      

 

He was once kidnapped by the Taliban because they did not believe in educating girls and they were 

planning to kill him.  While he was locked in a room, Mortensen asked to speak to a Muslim Imam and 

get a copy of the Koran.  The Imam brought him a copy of the Koran and when he saw the respect that 

Mortensen showed their holy book, he convinced the Taliban to let him go. 

 

Mortensen has survived gunfights between warring drug gangs, numerous death threats, a devastating 

earthquake that killed thousands of people in Pakistan in 2008, and hostile mail from Americans 

because he is educating Muslim children.   

 

But our United States Military has realized the strategic importance of education in Afghanistan and 

Pakistan to win the hearts and minds of people and Mortensen’s books are now required reading for top 

U. S. commanders.   

 

Mortensen’s schools are the leaders in the education of girls and he insists that every school will have at 

least as many girls as boys.  World leaders have recognized that when we educate girls around the 

world, it creates stability and reform in a society, decreases infant mortality and population explosion, 

improves health, hygiene, and sanitation, promotes peace and decreases terrorism.  Mortensen often 

says that if we educate a boy we educate one person but when we educate a girl we educate a whole 

village. 

 

No one should ever say again:  what difference can one person make?  Because Greg Mortensen 

demonstrates that one person with deep commitment can turn a verbal promise into a visible reality 

and literally change the world.   

 

My image is this:  when a person makes a commitment to do something compassionate and loving for 

other people it is as if God says to the angels,  “Another person has just made a commitment, now you 

go make it happen.”  It is then that it seems as if guardian angels appear and coincidences or God 

incidences happen which enable the compassionate commitment to become a reality.   

 

Recently, I have been reading Mortensen’s latest book STONES INTO SCHOOLS and over and over again 

he happens to run into the tribal leader or elder in an unexpected place who opens the doors so that 

another school can be built and children can be given hope for a better future.   

 

Mortensen does not take the credit for all of these accomplishments.  He always points to his team of 

local staff members which he calls the dirty dozen.  A dozen men from Afghanistan and Pakistan, who he 

says, work diligently from dawn to dusk every day to oversee the construction of schools and insure that 

the funds are properly spent and that children are educated.   

 

He says that the team enrolled in this vision is all people who would give their lives for the education of 

girls.  He points out that they are not well-educated themselves in a formal sense and they are a motley 

crew, one is even an ex-Taliban accountant, but their commitment and dedication is unwavering.     

 

It occurred to me that when one person sees another person who has great commitment, who has put 

their whole life on the line for a compassionate cause, they are also inspired to do the same.   

 



I want you to think about people you know whose commitment has inspired you, whose commitment 

has turned a verbal promise into a visible reality.   

 

When I think of people who have made a commitment like that I think of Suzie Hallam and Bonnie 

Rettig.  About 10 years ago, Suzie and Bonnie heard about a person in California who had adopted a first 

grade class of students in an inner city school and promised to help them get through grade school, high 

school and college.   

 

Suzie and Bonnie decided to make that commitment to a first grade class at the Oaks Academy School in 

downtown Indianapolis.  They adopted a class of 29 first graders, have tutored them every week for the 

past ten years, have brought them to St. Luke’s for many special occasions, have taken them annually to 

Jim and Merri Leffel’s farm to pet baby sheep, and have supported their parents in getting their kids 

through school.  

 

In talking to Suzie recently, she said she loves these children and they have become like extended family.   

When I thank Suzie and Bonnie they always say that they have gotten more out of this than they have 

given. 

 

Twenty-one of the twenty-nine children they started with ten years ago at Oaks Academy are now 

sophomores in high school at various schools around the city and all are hoping to complete college 

someday.   

 

At a time when only about 50% of the children in Indianapolis Public Schools actually graduate from high 

school and only about 25% or less go on to college, it is amazing that about 75% of the children Suzie 

and Bonnie started with are doing well in high school because of the commitment of two women in our 

congregation to make a positive difference in their lives.  If any of you know how to help these ladies 

with college scholarships for these children when the time comes please let them know. 

 

Suzie and Bonnie are two people I think of when I think of people whose commitment turns a verbal 

promise into visible reality. 

 

There are many other people in our congregation whose commitment has turned a verbal promise into 

a visible reality. 

 

Gary and Kay Walla’s commitment to establish a medical clinic for the training of Haitian doctors has 

turned a promise into reality.  

 

Don and Marilyn Griffith’s commitment to increase the quality of health care at Kissy Hospital in Sierra 

Leone has turned a promise into reality.  

 

Stan Abell’s commitment to establish an orphanage in Kenya for AIDS orphans has turned a promise into 

a reality. 

 

David and Jamalyn’s commitment to support a school and orphanage in Haiti has turned a promise into 

reality. 

 

Nancy Spohn’s commitment to provide a home and education for one family from Zimbabwe has turned 

a verbal promise into a visible reality. 



 

Mary Jane Behforouz’s commitment to promote peace through Pedal for Peace has turned a promise 

into reality. 

 

Nancy Jarowsinski  and Lynn Jackson’s commitment to bring Greg Mortenson to St. Luke’s and raise 

funds to build schools in Afghanistan and Pakistan has turned a promise into reality. 

 

We discovered that $20 is enough to educate a first grader for an entire year, $340 will send a girl to 

four years of high school and $50,000 will build and outfit an 8 room schoolhouse and endow the 

teachers’ salaries for five years.   

 

I could go on and on about many other people in this congregation whose commitment has turned a 

promise into reality and I thank God for each of them. 

 

I see it happen over and over again.  Someone makes a commitment and miracles or coincidences or 

God-incidences happen to help make that promise a  reality.   

 

Commitment is what changes a promise into reality.   

 

In his recent book STONES INTO SCHOOLS, Greg Mortenson tells a story about a young Pakistani woman 

named NASREEN.  When Nasreen was a little girl she went to school and was very bright and did very 

well.  Then her mother died and she had to drop out of school to take care of her blind father and four 

siblings.  Her father remarried and her step-mother discouraged Nasreen’s reading and learning. 

 

Her dream was to become a maternal health care provider to help women during childbirth, because 

more women died in her area from childbirth than anywhere else on earth. 

 

However, when she was 20 she was betrothed to a young man in the next village and they married and 

she spent the next 10 years tending sheep and goats and giving birth to three children and suffering two 

miscarriages.  But she kept her dream alive by studying at night after all the day’s work was done and 

she became a volunteer health-care giver to everyone in her village that became ill. 

 

Eventually, when she was 30 the Central Asian Institute gave her a scholarship and she is completing her 

medical education to become an OB-GYN nurse and return to her home village to provide medical care 

for people who have no medical care at all. 

 

Nasreen has no bitterness about her years of delay in getting her education because she says that God 

used this time to teach her patience and to truly understand the medical needs of her community.  She 

concluded by saying, “ I DO NOT REGRET THE WAIT.” 

   

Nasreen is a great example of commitment because in spite of the setbacks and hardships she 

encountered, she persisted through them without bitterness and felt the delay helped her learn 

patience and what her people really needed. 

 

Nazreen is an example of one whose commitment to serve others medically has turned her verbal 

promise into a visual reality. 

 



Jesus calls us to love God and our neighbors with our whole being and when we commit ourselves 

completely, God works miracles through our lives and transforms the world.   

 

What is the commitment or promise you will make to transform our world? 

 

Let us pray.   


