Homily for Sixth Ordinary, Cycle A
February 12, 2023

Sir. 15: 15-20
Ps. 119: 1-, 4-5, 17-18, 33-34
I Cor. 2: 6-10
Mt. 5: 17-37


Today’s scripture readings are incredibly rich, and they are in perfect harmony with one another. The wisdom of Sirach speaks to the fact that each of us and the community we belong to are offered a choice between spiritual life and death, and that we will be given that which we choose by our actions. It deals with human free will.; not so much about what is sinful but rather why people commit sin; and that choosing virtue or vice has moral significance. Paul, in his letter to the Corinthians, describes the wisdom we receive as members of the Body of Christ as something that can only be accessed by the spiritually mature, and that God’s wisdom is mysterious and hidden. “Eye has not seen, ear has not heard, nor has it so much as dawned on anyone what God has prepared for those who love God,” he writes This wisdom is revealed to us by the indwelling Holy Spirit since only God’s own Spirit really comprehends God, and that Spirit has been given to those who believe and who are able accept the gifts and share them. And today’s gospel passage depicts Jesus, who has earlier in Chapter 5 laid out the happiness that lies in living our lives in the light of the Beatitudes, and who tells us boldly today that he has not come to abolish the Law and the Prophets, but rather to fulfill them – to open up the full meaning of what they are calling God’s people to. 

So, the themes that bind these readings together are several:
· The wisdom of God, which is available to all of us who seek to follow Jesus and to build the reign of God, is what is needed for transformation.    

· Jesus links the wisdom of God to the Law and the Prophets. e He mkHHe makes clear that transformation happens at the level of “the heart” – and not by dint of following a list of rules and duties, and then checking them off as we accomplish them. 
· Jesus preached in the true tradition of the Prophets when he called upon his hearers to change their “hearts” – not to swear oaths, but to make commitments and to keep them.

Let’s consider for a moment what Jesus, in the true tradition of Israel meant by “the heart.” Ancient Jewish people, of course, were not familiar with the concept of “the brain” being the seat of wisdom or decision-making. They did not think in terms of body vs. soul, or mind vs. emotions. In other words, their idea of the human being was not dualistic/either this or that. They had a very wholistic idea of how the human person functioned. To give a simple example, we can look at the Shema – the classic Jewish prayer said by every devout Jew both morning and evening: Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God is One…As for you, you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, your soul and your strength.” The heart was understood to encompass how a person knew things, how he or she understood things. The heart was said to be where wisdom resided (Proverbs) and consequently, where discernment took place. It could also be the seat of fear. It encompassed both thoughts and emotions. The prophets warned people to “Guard your hearts for from the heart flows your whole life.” And King David, who sinned by committing murder and adultery, afterwards repented and prayed to God to “create in me a pure heart.” So, in other words, the heart for the people of Israel (and the people of Jesus’ new and inclusive Israel) is the center of all human existence – the integrated essence of the whole person. 

Keeping that in mind, we can better understand Matthew’s Jesus, for whom the Law and the Prophets hold the key to entering the reign of God. As Jesus contends in this gospel passage, those who follow him are set free to follow the Law and Prophets in ways not yet imagined by the religious leaders of the day, ways that truly bind people into a community at the “heart” level, that lead into the reality of God’s reign. In effect, Jesus embodies in himself the imagination needed to fully embrace the Law and the Prophets – modeling and opening the way in which people in community can move beyond rote religiosity and engage with the divine imagination in building the dream of God for creation. 

No, Jesus was not just concerned with individual souls. He wanted a changed society. That is why he began his new thing within a community of disciples whom he enjoined to stop acting as if they were superior to and separate from one another; to forgive one another and to turn the other cheek. What did Jesus see as the value of community? In effect, he saw it as the only way to be God’s people – as one with God and with one another. 
There was a wonderful book written in 1998 by a great German Catholic theologian named Gerhard Lohfink. Its title is Does God Need the Church: Toward a Theology of the People of God. It helps to clarify for me how Jesus imagined the living out of the Law as God’s people. Basically, Lohfink says that God wills the salvation of the nations, but scripture has it that salvation is accessible only in Israel. Therefore, he believes that Jesus ’ imagination empowers him to extend Israel to include all the nations, creating a new Israel where the reign of God will be expressed through a multiplicity of communities of faith – all those gathered by Jesus and ready to live in and as the People of God as a visible symbol of salvation to the whole world. 
The point that Jesus was trying to make in today’s passage about the wholeness involved in making one’s moral choices and commitments as opposed to obeying a series of rules and regulations, I believe, holds true for the functioning of the “new Israel” as a community and not just a group of individuals or souls. Jesus is clear that God’s relationship is with the whole community. Jesus sees the beginning of the new Israel as an alternative society in the world that nevertheless distinguishes itself from the business as usual power structures of the world, and whose mission it is  – not so much to teach all nations - as to make all nations communities of disciples. The church does not exist for itself, but only for the transformation of the world!

Amen.
