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THE SIXTH SUNDAY AFTER THE EPIPHANY

Straight Talk
Deuteronomy 30:15-20; Matthew 5:21-37

Many of you will remember that when we renovated the sanctuary five
years ago, we discovered several interesting patterns in the slate flooring. 
For instance, right here beside the pulpit, the contours and coloration of the
slate remind me of three distinct Old Testament passages.  First, there is one
tile which looks as if it has flames bursting across it and reminds me of
Moses’ encounter with the burning bush.  Just below that one is another
which looks as if it has been etched with the image of a whirlwind, a reminder
of Elijah’s encounter with God on the mountain when God spoke in a still,
small voice.  A third impression in the slate resembles two mountains and
reminds me of Mount Ger3izim and Mount Ebal which Moses told the Hebrew
people would remind them to choose wisely between blessing and curse, life
and death when they entered the Promised Land (Deuteronomy 11:26-29),
an admonition repeated in today’s Old Testament lesson.  A fourth significant
portion of the slate floor for me is the square that is on the floor centered
before the altar and the cross.

Each Sunday morning when I enter the chancel area during the prelude,
I sit and look out over the congregation.  Then I look at these images on the
chancel floor and I pray:

Lord, remind us this morning that we are on holy ground.
Speak to us in your still, small voice.
Guide us as we choose between life and death,
blessing and curse, good and evil.
And center us always in your goodness and grace.

Isn’t that what worship and the life of faith are all about: recognizing the
holy wherever we are, listening to God speak, choosing wisely, and being
centered in the grace of God?  I think it is all summed up in Moses’ plea to the
Hebrew people which we heard earlier:



I call heaven and earth to witness against you today that I have
set before you life and death, blessings and curses.  Choose life
so that you and your descendants may live, loving the Lord your
God, obeying him, and holding fast to him . . . .

Deuteronomy 30:19-20

Moses spoke these words to the Hebrew people just before his death. 
They were camped on the Plains of Moab, just across the Jordan River from
Jericho, the gateway to the Promised Land.  As one commentator describes
it, “[Moses’] call to action is not a halftime locker room speech.  It is the
basketball coach’s talk when the last timeout has been used, three seconds
remain on the clock, and the team is down by one point.  There is great
urgency.”1  If you watched the last two minutes of the Duke-Maryland
basketball game last night, you understand, because Maryland had less than
two seconds on the clock and were down by one point–and could not sink the
last basket.  There was great urgency indeed.  For Moses there was great
urgency.  The Hebrews had been wandering around the wilderness for forty
years.  It was time to enter the Promised Land.  It was time to get on with
God’s call on their lives.  It was time to live the blessing God had offered
them.  But the Hebrews were not known for their faithful following of God. 
The idols and customs of the people they had met along the way were always
alluring to them.  Stay focused, Moses urged them.  Choose wisely.  Choose
life!

Hundreds of years later, the urgency had not diminished.  Matthew
positions Jesus like a new Moses sitting on another mountainside.  Before
him are the people who will take up a new covenant and who will bring the
reign of God to bear upon the earth.  It is time, he preaches, time to live out
the promises of God, time to live into the blessings of God, time to choose life.

But first, Jesus must correct a few misconceptions.  The disciples
seated before him have been well schooled in the commandments of God. 
They know right from wrong.  They understand blessing and curse.  They
know the difference between life and death.  They follow the law of Moses,
but there is a problem.  They have learned to follow the letter of the law, but
they so twist and distort the alphabet that they get away with murder–at least
in theory, if not in practice.  As Jesus reminds them, while they may not
physically murder anyone, they harbor hate in their heart.  While they may
honor their marriage vows, they pander to lust.  While they may secure a

1Fairfax F. Fair, “Living By the Word: Deuteronomy 30:15–20,” The Christian Century (February 5,
2014): 19.
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certificate of divorce in order to end a marriage, they do so for self-serving
reasons.  And in their spiritual pride, they choose death instead of life, wrong
instead of right, curses instead of blessings.

We have only to remember the Pharisee who went into the temple,
looked to heaven, and prayed with the utmost sincerity, “God, I thank you that
I am not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax
collector.  I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income” (Luke 18:11-12). 
It is so easy to follow the letter of the law and still fail to choose the life God
desires for us.

To illustrate his point, Jesus chose several familiar examples.  Everyone
understood that murder was wrong, but Jesus pushed the point that anger
and hatred that simmer over time amount to murder in the heart.  To hate
another person is to deny the kinship we share as children of God.  We may
not like what they do or who they are.  We may disagree with their attitudes
and actions, but hatred chips away at our understanding of another person as
God’s child and it harms our own self-understanding as well.  It is the
condition of our heart that determines how faithful we are, Jesus said.

In another example, Jesus pointed out that Moses required a certificate
of divorce in order to end a marital relationship, generally only in instances of
unfaithfulness.  Over time, however, additional rules had been developed
which allowed a man to divorce a woman for a variety of trivial reasons such
as if he did not like her cooking.  Women were vulnerable in that society. 
They had no standing in the community apart from a husband or father.  For
a woman to be divorced generally meant a life of poverty and hardship.  Jesus
reminded his followers that it was not the law etched in stone that was to rule
their society; rather, it was the law etched into their hearts that should rule
their relationships.

As Jesus sat there on the mountainside and taught his followers about
the revealing of God’s kingdom, there was a sense of urgency.  Jesus had no
time to waste with flowery phrases and eloquent arguments.  He cut right to
the chase and reminded his followers that it is the condition of the heart that
determines whether or not we are faithful.  And what we choose with our heart
will determine whether we choose life or death, right or wrong, blessing or
curse.

So we have to ask ourselves, do we simply want to be law-abiding
citizens of our community or do we want to live as if God is guiding our lives?
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Jesus asks us to look beyond the letter of the law to the heart of the
matter.  For instance, none of us would likely ever pull the trigger on a gun to
harm someone else, but what if the policies we develop, the laws we enact,
and the patterns of life that we support result in the wounding of other people
who do not have the advantages and choices that we have?  Our community
is struggling with the issue of violence among our young people.  Will we
consider the problem to belong to another group of people in our city?  Or will
we recognize that if any child is shot he or she is our child?  Will “their”
problem become our problem so that we work hard to solve it together?

Or how many of us will insist that we would never betray our marriage
vows.  Yet, if we do nothing to maintain a vibrant marriage, if we are not
attentive to the other, supportive of their endeavors, and loving in our
attitudes, do we not violate that covenant nonetheless?  It is a matter of the
heart, Jesus tells us, and not a matter of the law.

It is doubtful that anyone in this room would ever steal anything from
another person.  If, because of our actions and attitudes, however, we rob
someone of their dignity, cheat them of their rightful opportunities, or deny
them the achievements for which they have worked, do we not steal
something more valuable than money or goods?  If we are honest with our
hands but dishonest in our hearts, do we not break the law of love?

We could go down the list of the Ten Commandments and affirm the
ways in which we keep each and every one of them and yet discover that we
break them nonetheless when we focus only on keeping the letter of the law
rather than following its spirit.

Jesus talks straight and reminds us that we ought to choose life.  We
ought to do those things which are right and good because they benefit other
people.  We ought to do those things which celebrate human worth and
dignity and oppose anything that robs another person of those precious gifts. 
We ought to give priority to our relationships because they will last far longer
than passing fancies and ephemeral fantasies.  We ought to choose life
because that is what God in Christ has given each and every one of us.

There is a sense of urgency in his straight talk because Jesus, of all
people, understood the value of time and the gift of each day.  The people
sitting before him were the ones who would take his teachings back into their
homes and businesses, their schools and playgrounds, their communities and
their relationships.  They would be the ones to announce in words and in
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actions that the kingdom of God is at hand, that a new day has dawned, that
God is with us.  They would be the ones to help transform their communities. 
They would be the ones to live as if they had been given life eternal, full and
complete, blessed and fulfilled by God.  For so it was.  And so it is today.

There is still an urgency for the world still needs to hear good news. 
And we do have good news to share!  Through Christ we offer a new way of
relating to one another.  Through Christ we offer the compassion and grace
of God.  Through Christ, we offer the path to life and blessing.  Thanks be to
God!

Let us pray:
Lord, remind us this morning that we are on holy ground.
Speak to us in your still, small voice.
Guide us as we choose between life and death,
blessing and curse, good and evil.
And center us always in your goodness and grace.  Amen.
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February 16, 2014 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Holy God, Creator of all things, hear us now as we pray.  We see your
handiwork in the beauty of creation and in the beauty of the lives which have
touched our own.  We praise you, O God, because you are our God, and you
have chosen to be in relationship with us, to form a covenant with a people
so unworthy, and you have called us your children.  Our hearts overflow with
gratitude for the abundance of your blessings.

Holy God, Redeemer of our lives, we confess that we do not always live
as people of the covenant.  We have ignored your commandments and
forgotten your promises.  We have neglected our relationship with you and
have failed to slow our pace or clear our agendas to make room for you in our
lives.  We have neglected our relationships with one another and too often
found ourselves lonely and empty.   We have neglected the creation for which
you have called us to care and have squandered the resources of your world. 
Forgive us for the ways we have rejected you.  Forgive us when we are timid
or lazy about our faith.  Forgive us, O Lord, for our lack of compassion and
mercy toward one another.  Cleanse our hearts and restore us to a right
relationship with you.

Holy God, our Sustainer and Friend, we are often overwhelmed by the
multitude and the magnitude of the crises in our world.  We watch in horror as
natural disasters strike, as we kill one another with bombs and guns, as
children around the world and in our own streets suffer, as people live in
poverty and fear.  Help us to be compassionate in the midst of suffering, to be
generous in the face of poverty, to promote peace where there is violence. 
Teach us to be creative and diligent in doing your work, drawing not from our
own strength or worthiness but from trusting in your mercy and power.  And
give us the wisdom, O God, to know that when things are beyond our power
or seem hopeless,  what we can do is to turn our hearts to you and trust in
your presence to guide us.  In the strong name of Jesus the Christ and by the
power of your Holy Spirit we offer these and all our prayers.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


