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A sermon preached by the Reverend Stanley A. Dubowski on the Sixth Sunday after Epiphany, February 13, 2011

Year A:  Sirach 15:15-20; Psalm 119:1-8; 1 Corinthians 3:1-9; Matthew 5:21-37

Murder is equated to anger and harshness. 
Reconciliation is not optional.  
Adultery is equated to lust.
Self-inflicted blindness or dismemberment is considered better than committing a sinful act.
…and the list goes on

The Gospel, the Good News of salvation that we heard this morning may seem like anything but good news.  These are tough words, and they form a strong and seemingly unpalatable prescription.   Might we at least have a pinch, if not a spoonful of sugar to help this harsh medicine go down?
Focused on our needs and not our wants, Jesus stands here this morning to let us know that there is more to being children of God, more to being Christian than keeping the commandments, following the rules, or even being pious.  We must not harbor anger, must not objectify another human being, must not let our appetites and desires lead us astray, we must be careful when we make promises because we must keep them.  We have to work at being crisp, clear images of God in thought, word, and deed.  We can’t be some sort of two dimensional representation or some kind of show-piece with only a good Christian exterior.   Jesus calls us to fulfill our human potential by being more than merely followers of the rules.

Keeping the commandments is a good place to start living a good Christian life.  Doing our best to follow the commandments is necessary however we Christians must go further, do more.

To really be children of God requires soundness of and an integrated body, mind, and spirit.  We have to be children of God inside and out so Jesus uses strong images to make it clear that we have to do more than simply act like children of God.  Jesus stands here this morning to let us know that it isn’t good enough to follow the commandments and it is not good enough to avoid doing bad things.   To be Christian means that our thoughts and feelings have to be coupled with and must be reflected in our words and deeds.
We need a strong, healthy spiritual and emotional core if we are going to be fully who we are called to be.  Let’s face it; it’s hard to sustain a good outward appearance that doesn’t come naturally from within.  We need a solid foundation, a good moral and ethical make-up so we do what is right because of who we are and what we believe.  
That foundation comes from reliance on and centering on God and is sustained by prayer proper thinking and feeling.  We can’t harbor hate and anger and rage because they are pernicious.  Hate and anger erode our ability to respect and they diminish our ability to be moral, ethical, productive members of the community.  When our positive participation in the community suffers erosion, it diminishes our happiness.  It drains our ability to be joyful.  Think about it, have you heard of or seen any really happy thieves or murderers?
I am sure that there are some who will hear what Jesus said this morning and find it all very disturbing because they’ll feel that what he requires is too hard, too much for any human to accomplish.  Yet we can do it if we rely on God and not on ourselves.  
The Good News is that our God wants us to succeed.  We are designed in God’s image so we have all the basic equipment needed to live the way Jesus teaches.  We have the love and grace of God to shore us up and sustain us so that we can succeed. 
The message, the really Good News this morning, is that God cares about people more than about rules being followed and laws being kept.  People are more important than rules and regulations.  That is the bottom line of what Jesus preaches this morning.  He contrasts laws to relationship with one another and with God.  He throws up the warning sign that there are behaviors and feelings that, it left unchecked and unresolved, will drain us and leave us unhappy and will reduce our ability to be fully functional human beings.  
It really is very important to understand that God finds people and relationships more important than legal observance.  Mutual respect, total and complete respect of everyone is what is required and it must be genuine, it must be heartfelt as we say and not just something we do to look good.  The funny thing is that when we are able to really respect everyone regardless of our dislikes and differences, the observance of the law becomes a piece of cake.  
In this string of antitheses that Jesus presents this morning we have a challenge to be more than law-abiding do-gooders.  We are challenged to be all we can be – fully human through and through.  We are called to be more than legal list keepers who check of the box of the required things that have been done or the rules that haven’t been broken.  And we can’t just sit around thinking good thoughts either because Jesus outlines a fitness challenge this morning when he calls us to think good thoughts and do good works.

We Christians are called first and foremost to a way of life, not to membership in a particular religious group.  We are called to seek reconciliation where there is anger and alienation.  We are called to tame our desires despite what society says is OK.  We are called to a way of life that forms and nourishes; that builds and sustains us and the community so that we don’t just focus on following the rules, but we hear and heed the Gospel call to make and keep our promises.  All of that provides the basis, the foundation for happy and fulfilled lives.

(
We have gathered here again today to boldly and confidently stand in the presence of God and one another; to pray and to give praise and thanks to God.  In the midst of our celebration Jesus reminds us that we are accountable – not to be the best liturgists or the most prayerful or the most thankful but to be as fully human as possible in body, soul, and mind; to do all that we do with love and respect for one another to the best of our ability.  Our time here on Sunday is a time to hear, to learn, to share, to support, to nourish, and be nourished so that we can go out of here and be more fully integrated in thought, word, and deed.

The challenge is to be more than just law abiding Christians.  Perfect observance of the commandments is a good place to start – but that is all it is – a good start.  The challenge is to be fully human children of God who are able to respect, to love without measure or limit.  The First Reading provides a clear reminder that we have a God-given free will so the choice is ours to make – water or fire.  
Will you choose life or death?  
The reign of God can only come about when our whole, being – and not just our outward appearances or actions – reflect an honest, true, respectful relationship with one another and with God.  When these people-centered relationship values of God are firmly housed in our hearts and in our minds and in our spirits, then and only then the reign of God and God’s empire will be complete, will be established fully.
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