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This week, we are still working our way through the so-called Sermon on the Mount. We have moved beyond the counter-cultural blessings of the Beatitudes, and the injunction to be “salt for the earth, light for the world.” We have come to the knottier issues of the Law!  

To begin with, Jesus makes very clear that he is not trying to abolish the Law, but rather to fulfill it. What does that mean? Just after he has used the lesson of the Beatitudes to teach the people about the freedom of the children of God who, even as they suffer persecution for justice’s sake, are nonetheless in right relationship with God and all people – and therefore free, Jesus now upholds obedience to the Law. Where is the freedom in that? Was not the Law the instrument used by the Pharisees to bind the people – to exclude people from the circles of holiness? Here, is, I believe, the difference in Jesus’ message. When Jesus speaks in today’s passage of the great sins against the Law: such as -  killing, adultery, false oaths and vengeance, he does not treat them as a laundry list of no-no’s that people must avoid in order to hang out with the holy. Rather, he amplifies – he enlarges upon - the meaning of these sins by exposing the underlying evil thoughts and attitudes that enable them. We can kill, says Jesus, not just the body, but the spirit or the reputation of one whom we wish to eliminate as a rival. We can avoid actual adultery or theft, but can still lust after persons and things we do not have. Jesus is speaking to his Jewish brothers and sisters about a whole new level of obedience to God’s commandments. He is calling for an obedience that says as in Psalm 119: “Open my eyes and I shall fix my gaze on the wonders (the wisdom) of your Law…Teach me your will and I will observe it. I will delight in following your way.” Jesus, in the spirit of the Book of Sirach, is also telling us that God’s commandment is simply to be attentive – to be faithful to God’s will. It is ultimately our choice to obey or not. Jesus saw the Law as spirit, not letter. He saw obedience to the Law as something whole, not a set of injunctions; and the keeping of the Law as a communal, not an individual, matter. Most importantly, he saw the Law as revelatory of God’s presence in the life of the whole people.

It occurs to me that there is a theological question we can ask ourselves as we ponder today’s theme of obedience to God’s Law, and what that might mean in the Reign of God. And that question is: Did God need Israel to be God’s people? And I believe that, at a certain level, the answer is yes. God needed a model – a model that would demonstrate that God’s reign is not about empire, about power over, about domination and acquisition. God needed Israel to break the bonds of empire, to come out of slavery, to wander and be vulnerable (certainly not invincible). Most importantly, God needed Israel to err, to see its error, to repent (or change its ways) and to be redeemed.  God needed Israel to be God’s people on the move toward wholeness. 


In just the same way, God calls and needs us – the church -  to be the same sort of model, to strive for justice and wholeness and reconciliation – to be God’s model, God’s people. We too must recognize our errors and repent (change our ways) and restore  justice (even in our own house, the church) in order to effect reconciliation in the world.


God’s aim in giving the Law and the prophets to Israel was not to produce a collection of heroically righteous individuals, but to shape a just and faithful society that would be a light to the nations. The Law was meant to create a particular kind of community, a model for how to live peaceably, justly and faithfully with others in God’s good creation. This is precisely what Jesus is seeking to communicate in his Sermon on the Mount, in his ministry of healing and empowerment, and especially through his death and resurrection. Jesus seeks to supplant neither Israel nor the Law. Rather, he redeems and fulfills the intention of both. 


Jesus also fulfills the prophets – not so much because his life seems to carry out “things foretold” in the Hebrew scriptures, but because he lives the prophetic life, modeling the reign of God in spite of suffering for it. Jesus insists that the heart of the Law is reconciliation and mercy. It is about seeking the oneness with God and all creation for which we were made. It is about the good of the community, not about individual piety and uprightness. Right relationship with God is predicated on right relationship with neighbor. 

Jesus tells us that nursing anger and resentment is deadly to the one holding the anger and also to the one against whom the anger is directed. (Martin Luther King said this about anger: It [anger] distorts the personality…and can destroy the very center of one’s creative response to both life and the universe….[and for those against whom anger is directed], it can turn them to vengeance and seeking ways of expression that are destructive.”). 


As for adultery, theft, or just plain lust and avarice, Jesus is showing us that satisfying our passions and desires at the expense of others, in whatever fashion, is not compatible with right relationship with God or humanity. Make no mistake. We are surrounded by opportunities and invitations to indulge ourselves.  Just look at our Madison Avenue economy! We are seduced into lusting after things we do not need and that might not even be good for us. We can fall into coveting stuff instead of relationships of fidelity. So, Jesus, with his colorful descriptions of what forms “lust” can take, is gently reminding us that fidelity to God’s Law – and following the way of Jesus – demand that we live counter-culturally – with eyes wide open to the contradictions that confront us in life.


Finally, we cannot be in right relationship with God and God’s people if we scrupulously avoid breaking the law technically, while we allow ourselves to fall into habits of treating others as objects which are disposable or not worthy of our compassionate assistance when facing brokenness. We simply cannot follow the world’s way of turning people into objects for our use.

 Jesus calls his followers to discover wholeness and righteousness in relationships of mutuality, equity, compassion and solidarity – always manifesting that same love and justice that God consistently shows towards each of us. No need to swear to our goodness, says Jesus!  No need to convince ourselves that we are worthy. The only thing necessary is to be faithful, and to be open to discovering the truth about our own goodness at an ever deeper level.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
