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First, I want to thank all of you for welcoming me to serve today as deacon and to preach.  I am very grateful and glad to be here with you.

I suspect everyone here at one time or another has struggled with today’s Gospel.  For many years, I confess it made me very uneasy.  It would always bring up images of a severe God demanding compliance with impossibly high standards.  I mean, who hasn’t at times harbored secret angers, resentments, and illicit desires?  And who doesn’t know people for whom divorce was the only viable solution to a failed or abusive relationship? 
For a long time, I wondered how Jesus could say “…until heaven and earth pass away, not the smallest letter or the smallest part of a letter will pass from the law,” and still go around disregarding so many religious rules in his daily life.  Over the years, I gradually came to understand that his teachings today are not about following the rules but about living the heart and spirit of the Law. 
It helped me to understand that for the ancient Jews the ten commandments were not considered a set of demands but an expression of God’s covenant love for God’s people.  The commandments were understood as a guide for living out their end of the covenant by honoring their relationship with God and upholding and preserving their relationships with one another.  Over many centuries, the law of the covenant became embellished with thousands of rules and legalistic interpretations.  The Law gradually became less about the covenant love relationship with God and more about legalistic compliance and ritual observance.  Conforming to the rules became a substitute for giving one’s heart to God and living the spirit of the covenant.
In today’s Gospel, Jesus is declaring his intention to reform, not reject, the religion of his day.  He re-establishes that the basis for obeying the law is to live out the covenant of love between God and God’s people as.  In each of his teachings, he reaches into the Law to reveal its objective: the valuing and the protection of others.  
He is saying that not killing each other is so not enough – our attitudes toward one another, how we speak to and treat each other, even how we think about each other – these are all just as important to what it means to follow the Law with one’s heart.  
Jesus wants his followers to understand how important our relationships with one another are to God – how much God cares about how we relate to each other.  You might recall that in Matthew’s Gospel a few chapters before today’s reading, Jesus is having it out with the Sadducees and Pharisees, who are trying every which way to trap and trip him up in technicalities.  As part of their little game, one of the Pharisees says to Jesus, “Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?”  Remember, the Law consisted of thousands of commandments.  Well, you know how Jesus answered him: “’You must love the Most High God with all your heart, with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the greatest and first commandment. The second is like it: ‘You must love your neighbor as yourself.’  On these two commandments the entire Law is based – and the Prophets as well.”
Everything Jesus teaches us in today’s Gospel must be understood through the lens of these two greatest commandments – loving God and loving neighbor with everything you’ve got.  All his words about plucking out eyes and cutting off hands in these teachings are what some scholars have referred to as Jesus's "rhetoric of excess," an exaggerated style of speaking in Middle Eastern culture.  He used extreme exaggeration to emphasize that nothing less than radically internalizing the heart of the law, which is love, is acceptable.  You have to go all in – anything less and you’re not living in the reign of God.  You can’t be walking around harboring anger and resentment against others, while on the surface politely acting as if everything is peachy.  To do so is to refuse to deal with our anger so that we can detach and release the other in love.  Love requires that we deal with even our trivial angers and resentments against others honestly, appropriately, and compassionately for the sake of love.  
For Jesus, even following the letter of the Mosaic law permitting divorce was unacceptable.  He allowed no room for divorce in a patriarchal culture where divorce was almost always an assault on the value of women and an abuse of the power men held over them.  In the same spirit, Jesus dismisses oaths of every kind, expecting not just that we refrain from swearing falsely or lying to others, but that we speak and act honestly all the time, so that there’s never a need to swear an oath.
All throughout today’s Gospel, Jesus’s words are about dropping pretenses and dealing honestly with our own messy emotions and the real problems of being in relationship and community with others.  We live the spirit of the law by being as honest and compassionate with ourselves as we can be and being straight-forward, compassionate and humble in relating with each other.
If we have a problem with getting caught up in a destructive emotion – fear, hate, jealousy, resentment – which blocks us from loving another person or ourselves – God wants to help us and will help us, if we honestly want help.
Jesus does set a high standard for us – the highest standard.  He wants a 100% commitment – one that’s impossible for us to fulfill on our own.  We all know how often our human needs and desires tend to frustrate our best intentions.  But we were never meant to do it alone.  Living the law of love is about our relationship with God – a relationship that is always there, always unfolding – and if we’re committed to working at it – is always growing.  It’s a process.  We’re always in the process of becoming who God created us to be.  The good news is that we’re never alone.  God is with us – 100% committed to us, 100% of the time – whether we realize it or not.  We can only live by the love that Jesus asks of us through the power of our relationship with him and the grace of the Spirit.  Because God loves us so passionately and yearns to transform us into Christ, the Spirit is always at work in us, empowering us more and more to live as Christ.  We cooperate by being honest before God, listening to the Spirit in our hearts, by trusting and saying “Yes” to love as best we can each day.  All God needs is that we keep saying “Yes,” and the Spirit will bring God’s transforming work to completion in us.
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