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Today’s gospel reading continues to take us through Matthew, Chapter 5, where we have already pondered the Beatitudes – those topsy turvy blessings that challenge our whole sense of common sense; we have also meditated on being the salt of the earth and the light of the world – no pressure there! And last week, Jesus’ message drove home that he has come not to abolish the Law but to fulfill it – to expand its meaning from a list of thou shalt not’s to a total commitment to re-forming our entire way of being - to open ourselves to the universality of God’s love for all people, indeed, for all creation.

Today, Jesus calls us once again to be challenged by his impossible dream. He calls us to the perfection that is wholeness, the perfection that orients us completely toward our goal – to be complete, to be finished, to be one with our God. We are to love our enemies and do good to those who hate us. Jesus really takes this Imago Dei thing pretty seriously, doesn’t he? We are all – we and our enemies – made in the image of God. We are all offered the divine spark. Jesus’ theology is radically incarnational! He wants us to re-think the whole thing; to see that all are truly included in God’s love. 

The reading from Leviticus says that we are to be holy as our Sovereign God is holy. We are told not to harbor hatred for our sisters and brothers, but to avoid vengeance or grudge bearing of any sort. We are to love our neighbors as ourselves.  And Psalm 103 enjoins us to remember God’s kindness and forgiveness toward us. Paul reminds the Corinthians and us that we are temples of God – all of us - bearers of the divine spark and therefore, holy. We belong to Christ who belongs to God. We are all God’s family and God’s legacy. We must think of perfection as – not a collection of good choices and good deeds – but as a state of being that recognizes who we are as God’s beloved children.

An eye for an eye –vs. turn the other cheek. The call to perfection is a call to non-violence in response to violence. It is a call to a creative – and not destructive – response to injustice and economic inequity –which, by the way, does not necessarily end the violence or the injustice – but it is a godly and a truly mighty way to challenge and change the atmosphere, the dialogue, the context of seeking solutions. It is the way of changing hearts and minds, one at a time.


Leviticus and Psalm 103 represent really radical thinking when they call for giving to those in need – worthy or not. It is a way of thinking that prepares us to move progressively from non-violent behavior to active love.


Violence makes life untenable. It systematically destroys, not only the peace, but the very substance of life itself. How can we show love to the perpetrators of violence – because this is key to Jesus’ message?  


Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther King and Desmond Tutu all have something to say about this. Mandela of course spent nearly 30 years in prison for his resistance to apartheid in South Africa. He admits growing in his understanding of how absolutely key were non-violence in response and forgiveness and reconciliation in the community. It was the grace that allowed him to subsequently lead his racially torn country in the most ambitious program of national reconciliation in history. Martin Luther King tirelessly spoke truth to power in the cause of equal rights for all people, and before his death by assassination for his living out his beliefs, he came to realize more and more and to speak out about the fact that there is no peace without justice and without reconciliation. Archbishop Tutu is the only surviving one of these three. He writes and speaks tirelessly about these same themes. Archbishop Tutu sees all of creation as good. He asks:


What difference does goodness make?  Goodness changes everything. If we are, at core, selfish, cruel, heartless creatures, we need to fight these inclinations at every turn, and often need strong systems of control to prevent us from revealing our true (and quite ugly selves). But, if we are fundamentally good, we simply need to re-discover this true nature, and act accordingly. This insight into our essential goodness [what, I might add, Matthew Fox would call Original Blessing], this crucial insight has shifted how I interact with other people. 

Goodness changes the way we are in the world, the way we see others, the way we see ourselves. The way we see ourselves matters! It affects how we treat other people. It affects the quality of life for each and all of us. A negative view of ourselves can show up in our bodies as stress and illness. When we recognize our fundamental goodness, we feel different. We are happier and healthier…..When we attend to our deepest yearnings, our very nature, our life changes forever. … - and, person by person, so does our world!

Something we need to keep in mind is that, while life is full of overwhelming challenges and reversals, and it often doesn’t feel as if the teachings in Matthew Chapter 5 relate to the realm of our reality; but, if we are able to change the perception of who we are as Christ’s followers, and who those are who might have injured us, we can allow Christ and God to live in us and to change us – perhaps to change others as well. There is a marvelous film in the movie theaters now called Philomena, starring Judi Dench. Many of you may have seen it. I don’t want to spoil it for those who have not yet seen the film and who might want to. I will say that it is a story of an elderly Irish woman, who very late in life surfaces her tragic experience as a victim of the Magdalene laundries in Ireland  in the 1950’s. She was an unwed mother who lost her beloved child to adoption, and who was thwarted - not once, not twice, but three times - from knowing her child because the powers-that-be had a financial interest in keeping them apart. She is an intriguing character- sad and frustrated - and has every reason to be bitter, but somehow, is not.. She is an amazing example of the kind of love and forgiveness  and growth into goodness that today’s readings are all about. She is not willing to forget, nor is she willing that society should forget, but she is willing and wanting to forgive and to walk forward with those who have wronged her. Philomena is a real person. She, like Mandela and King, is a living example of what it means to live into goodness. 

What is Jesus saying to us in today’s gospel passage about our role as his followers in all of this? I believe that he is saying that those who are lost in spirals of violence and poverty of body, mind or spirit require continuous exposure to the love of God that offers renewal and change. Philomena got that, just as we must get it. We are the divine sparks that are the purveyors of love. God is Love. And love has the ability to bring about change. God’s love in Christ can do this work in us. Extreme evil demands extreme good – a good that is tenacious! A good that goes ever deeper. A good that is perfect.


Archbishop Tutu reminds us that God’s perfection is not about flawlessness. God’s perfection is about wholeness – about inclusiveness. Tutu says:


God’s perfection invites us to be life artists – to be those who create lives of beauty. Out of cacophony and chaos and human suffering, the life artist creates a symphony of meaning and order. A life of wholeness does not depend on what we experience, but rather, on how we experience our lives. A life of wholeness endures failure, grief, pain and death – all essential parts of the fabric of life. Indeed, flaws and failures can build the bridge from me to both the human community and relationship with the divine.”

When all is said and done, creating lives of beauty is a choice! It’s the choice that Jesus is calling us to make.
