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Sirach 15:15-20; 1 Corinthians 2:6-10; Matthew 5:17-37; Psalm 119, Happy are they who walk in Your Law.

We are a species that loves our rules. We love knowing what’s expected of us. We love knowing what the consequences are for violating rules. And sometimes we love the safety of those rules so much that we enshrine them thoughtlessly over time. We may all remember the story of the woman who always sliced an inch off the top of her roast before she put it in the oven. When asked why she did that, she said her mother always did it and her grandmother before that; it’s just how you cook a roast, that’s all. But when that “rule” was traced back to its original source, it was discovered that a very small oven had required trimming that inch off the top of the roast. Just think how much beef was wasted over the decades because no one had thought about the deeper meaning of the rule or the reason for it. It was a rule. And a rule is a rule is a rule. You don’t question it; you just follow it. Whack the top off that roast … it’s how we’ve always done it. 

We do well periodically to question why we do things, and if what we do still has meaning in our lives. Just as we’ve learned that that roast didn’t need trimming any more, so too we’ve learned that a display of female ankle or elbow won’t send anyone on the road to perdition … and more currently, that a worldwide display of Puerto Rican culture in song and dance isn’t the end of morality as we know it. Maybe there was a time for more female modesty and less Bad Bunny. But the times and the rules have changed, and they’ve changed because we’ve thought about the deeper meaning of what was once forbidden. 

 And so what I want to suggest is that in today’s Gospel, Jesus invites us to a spirituality that is grounded in reflecting on the deeper meaning of things, especially rules that ground our spirituality.  In today’s Gospel, Jesus suggests that there’s more to rules than simply following them blindly. We don’t necessarily get a more tender roast because we cut that top one inch off. And we don’t necessarily love God just because we blindly follow all the rules. 

There’s more to being in relationship with a loving God than obedient adherence to a Law. The entire Sermon on the Mount as written in Matthew’s Gospel is about radically transforming how we view our spirituality. In Jesus’ day, the Sermon on the Mount was an invitation to evolution – an invitation to grow beyond the pharisaic boundaries of culture and religion. And that same invitation is extended to us today.  
You’ve heard that killing is wrong, says Jesus. And that’s true. But killing is not the only issue. The root of the issue is anger – that shadow that seethes inside you, unacknowledged, until one day it erupts. It might begin by calling your brother a fool … then spitting in his face …  and perhaps winding up one day in murder. Murder is a real horror and a heinous crime. But it might never have happened, says Jesus, if only you had paid more attention to your internal spirit, and noticed what was driving your actions. If only you had thought about your spirit and not just the letter of the Law.  

You’ve heard that adultery is wrong, says Jesus. And that’s true. But once again, adultery is not the only issue. The root of the issue is that you feel somehow entitled – that your spouse, and others you look at with lust in your heart – are mere commodities you have a right to own and discard. Adultery is a real horror and the ultimate betrayal of a relationship.  But it might never have happened, says Jesus, if only you had paid more attention to your internal spirit, and noticed what was driving your actions. If only you had thought about the spirit and not just the letter of the Law 

In this section of his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus invites us to go deeper in our understanding of the Law as given to Moses and preached by the Prophets. He isn’t here, he says, to abolish the Law as it was known at the time. God knows human beings will always need laws to give us time-tested guidance for our behavior.  But he’s here to invite us to go deeper into our spirituality than an external, pharisaic obedience to the Law. Jesus invites us to look inside ourselves, to see what shadows are driving our behaviors, and acknowledge them so we can work with them. 

Anger and entitlement, for example, will only result in murder and adultery if we don’t acknowledge that there is a brokenness in each of us that wants nothing more than to continue to hide in the shadows. Richard Rohr says that when he’s offering spiritual direction, he often suggests to his directees that they say hello to their shadows at least a couple of times a day. Everybody on this call this morning has their shadows. But only those who are truly committed to a deepening spirituality will regularly call them, name them, and thus diminish their power.

Jesus has strong words to say in today’s Gospel. If your eye causes you to sin, rip it out and throw it away. If your hand causes you to sin, cut it off. We can read these words literally. Or we can see them for what they are – as Andrea has so often pointed out in her homilies, words like these are an effort on Jesus’ part to startle us, to say something so outlandish that we will wake up to a deeper truth. In harsh words that are hard to hear, Jesus is saying that if we continue to act only on what we can see and feel  – in other words, if our understanding of ourselves is kept at the surface  level of the concrete Law where all we do is examine our conscience for bad behavior – we might as well cut off a part of ourselves, since we’re going to thwart our spiritual growth anyway. 
In our second reading today, Paul urges us toward spiritual maturity. He assures us that it is the Spirit herself who will always help us to search out the deep things of God. Even when those things are shadow parts of ourselves, Paul promises us that such wisdom will bring us to God. 
And in the Book of Ecclesiasticus that was our first reading today, we heard the wisdom of Sirach as he wrote God will always set before you life and death; whichever you choose will be given to you.  So today, let us choose life … let us choose spiritual maturity ... let us choose to know ourselves deeply … let us choose to evolve as Jesus invites us to evolve, to walk a path of radical spirituality that does not abolish the Law but allows its deeper meaning to bring us ever closer to  the heart of God.    
