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Leviticus 19:1-2, 17-18;l 1 Corinthians 3:16-23; Psalm 103, Our God us tender and compassionate.

For the past few Sundays, and then again today, we’ve been listening to what the Franciscan priest, Richard Rohr, calls Jesus’ Counter-Cultural Plan for a New Political, Economic, and Religious World Order, or as we know it, the  Sermon on the Mount. So on this last Sunday in Ordinary Time before Lent begins this week, let’s begin by just bringing back to mind what we’ve heard the past few Sundays, so we can pick up today where Jesus left off last week.


Two weeks ago,  we heard Jesus say that we are the salt of the earth, and the light of the world. In his book, The Cost of Discipleship, Dietrich Bonhoeffer points out that Jesus’ invitation to his followers isn’t  to go out and buy the salt, or own the salt or sprinkle the salt or even become that salt – as followers of Jesus, we already are the salt! We’re invited to light up the world and spice up everything we touch with the flavor of God’s love. In the words of the Second Vatican Council,  we are the holy people of God, the church, and we are to be Lumen Gentium – a light to all the nations. And again in the words of the Council,  we are each invited to spread the savory taste of  Gaudium & Spes – joy and hope in our world. The Jesuit  theologian Teilhard de Chardin suggests that when we are salt and  light, we participate in God’s eternal  evolutionary plan to bring the universe into the Unity of God’s Love It’s no small thing to be salt and light, and Jesus assures us we are both. 


Then last week Jesus began to proclaiming his authority over the Law. This is the part of the Sermon on the Mount where Jesus begins to assert himself as the messiah whose job it is not to abolish the Law, but to be Emmanuel, God-With-Us, the one who brings the deep meaning of the Law to life for us. 

In last week’s Gospel, we heard Jesus say repeatedly last week You have heard, but what I say to you is … You have learned, but I warn you …  It is said, but I tell you … These sayings are sometimes called Jesus’ hyperthetic message – a message that takes the Law (the thesis) and goes deep within it for a meaning that might not be apparent on the surface (hyperthesis). Sometimes Jesus’ words  last week were harsh – pluck out your eye, cut off your hand -- but clearly Jesus was in a space of hyperbole and exaggeration common to teachers of his day. In the end, Jesus used exaggerated words to shake his listeners (and us) us out of mere obedience to the  commandments, and to teach us that there is more to the Law than meets the eye.
 So all of these leads us to our  Gospel reading this afternoon … teachings about retaliation and love of enemies.  Now we’ve all just heard the Gospel proclaimed, and I’m going to take the liberty here of paraphrasing what we heard. I can just imagine Jesus saying …


You have heard the Law of Moses, the old Hammurabi code. You have heard those most ancient of laws in every culture  – an eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth. But what I say to you today is this – do something different from simple retribution. Come up with a new standard that is higher than the old. That was just a baseline, a bare bones requirement. But you must be more fully human than that. You must ask yourself how can I live the beatitudes as a  mercy-filled peacemaker, at the same time that I respond with justice to injustice? Plucking out your enemies’ eyes and taking their teeth will just leave us all with a world of blind and toothless people. There’s got to be a better way … 


Today, I hear Jesus inviting us to question not merely  How do I balance the scales of justice, but How can I love God, even in those who hurt me?  
And again, I can imagine Jesus saying …

You have heard that you should love your neighbor, but not your enemies. But I say to you love everyone! And not just because I said so … no, love them because you are – as God’s creation – salt  and light, and you must be passionate about seeing God in the face of every, single human being, each of them your brother and your sister…  

Today, I hear Jesus inviting us to question not  Who am I obligated to love? but How can my love expand to bring in all those I would prefer to keep outside my circle? How can I be more fully human than I am naturally inclined to be?  Once again, Jesus uses harsh words to shock us into thinking, and into a higher level of being. 


I think one way of thinking about this aspect of the Sermon on the Mount and Jesus’ words to us is this. As Paul once preached to the Corinthians, when we were  children, we thought like children and we behaved like children. But when we became  adults, we put away the things of a child. We matured. We moved toward a wholeness that was more grounded in our relationship with a Loving God than in the fear of an Angry One. In salvation history, we can see the human race developing in this same way in our relationship with God.



We know that the Law was given to the Israelites around 1,300 years before Christ’s ministry in the world. rom an evolutionary perspective, those Israelites who received the Law were still “children.”  And when the Law was practiced at such a low level of human development  for so many years, the Law itself kept the human race safe and secure. Living with people who don’t lie, steal, or murder makes for a pretty safe society. And that was fine for as long as humanity functioned at that level. 


But along came Jesus, the messiah, the Lord of the Law, the Holy One who understood it deeply and lived it fully. And maybe Jesus’ gift to us is that he saw how small we are inclined to be, how so often we fail to fulfill God’s dreams in creating us. And his answer to that? Daily, Jesus invites us to higher and higher levels of consciousness, higher and higher plains of human growth and development. 

Jesus invites us to love our neighbors’ as ourselves and to build communities of belonging, surely not something we can do when our primary concerns are for our own safety. Beyond the letter of the Law, Jesus teaches us not to seek revenge or to retaliate in anger, but to move to a higher level of respect and esteem for ourselves and our neighbors. Ultimately, Jesus teaches us to be perfect as our Abba God is perfect – not in the picayune, list-checking ways we may think of as perfection, but true perfection – understanding we are all one with each other, one in Christ, and one in the perfect wholeness of God, as we heard in Paul’s letter today. 


When he was still alive, the Trappist Abbott Thomas Keating taught  that our small, undeveloped False Self resides in our earliest levels of development, and that we go through life, often unaware and asleep, almost always seeking safety and security to the detriment of higher levels of functioning.  But Jesus wakes us up! In Keating’s words, Jesus is the Divine Therapist whose new, sometimes strange, and often harsh words give us all a whole new insight into the heart of God, a whole new way of reflecting on who we are called to be. 

So from now on in, whenever we hear 


You may have heard … but I tell you …


I hope we will know these as important words, words worth remembering … words to think about as we try to follow our moral compass and pick our way along our path every day …  words that encourage us to explore the Law – to think about it, reflect on it, wrestle with it – and live it in love, not fear. These words from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount  assure of us of the spiritual, religious, and even political and economic evolution that can and will occur in our world when each us accepts Jesus’ invitation to realize the fullness of the Kin-dom of God, and to be whole and holy, as God is whole and holy.
