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In the mind of some people, inside and outside of the church there is this misconception about what it means to be a follower of Christ.  Some ascribe superhuman attributes to Christians....like super heroes.  They believe that Christians never think bad thoughts or do bad things.  They believe that Christians never loose their temper, never get angry, and never say hurtful things.

I remember being told by a non church going friend one time, not to dare go to a particular church because it was full of hypocrites... ...all of these people who professed to be so holy, but he knew otherwise.


When we celebrate communion, do you notice the part of the liturgy where I make the invitation to the table and I say, “Come to this table, all of you who have tried to follow, and all of you who have failed, it is Christ Himself who invites us here.”?   If you have been under the impression that you are sitting here, surrounded by the pure and spotless, you would do well to leave right now, because it just is not so.


That is not to say that we are proud of that and that we strive to do whatever we want whenever we want, or that it is our prerogative to treat others any way we want.  But it is to acknowledge that in our humanity, from time to time we have failed to think, and act and say and do, in a manner that reflects the goodness of God.  It is to acknowledge that we are on the journey of “becoming” - Becoming more loving and joyful and forgiving and caring, Becoming more unselfish, and more helpful, and more patient, Becoming more at home with those qualities which Jesus spoke about in the Sermon on the Mount......humble, meek, gentle, and compassionate.  Our Christian life is a pilgrimage in becoming who God has called us to be. 


When we look at the first 5 books of the Bible, the section referred to as the Torah, we find many regulations and commandments about specific details of everyday life – rules for holy living.  In the first 4 books of the New Testament, the Gospels, Jesus is attempting to teach his followers what it means to apply the Torah to new situations.  Jesus is using, what is referred to as a traditional rabbinic method,  “You have heard it said....but I say....”.


When we look at the life and teachings of Jesus Christ in relation to the Old Testament, we say things like Jesus was about the 'spirit of the law', not the 'letter of the law'.  We refer to Jesus 'turning the world upside down' with his teachings and his interpretation of Old Testament teachings.  


So for example, Jesus sets out a law....'you shall not murder'.  But he goes deeper and talks about the anger that is at the heart of the matter.  Jesus applies the concept to other situations...how does anger affect all other aspects of our lives....what happens when we 'act out' as a result of that anger, …..What can we do to deal with our anger in a healthy, positive, life-giving way?  For Jesus, it was never enough simply to know the rule and apply it to a very limited circumstance, but rather what is the concept, how does it affect a great many things, and how can we best deal with it?


The society of Jesus' day was an 'honour/shame' society, in which the defense of  one's honour could result in retaliation and revenge.   Jesus is showing his disciples, and thereby us, a new way to live as a community of disciples.  Jesus speaks not of punishment, but rather, trying to find a way to restore relationships.  He talked about going to one another, regardless of who is perceived to be the victim, and asking for forgiveness.  Can you just imagine the power in that?  Someone has hurt you, offended you- done you wrong.  The pain of that is evident.  It colours your thoughts and your actions, your decisions.  And rather than allow the relationship to continue on a path of deterioration and destruction, you go to that person who hurt you and you ask them to forgive you!  Jesus was about restoring relationships, not about determining who was to blame!  Revolutionary!!  Jesus says to take care of our relationships, keep our promises, and find a way to restore love -whatever it takes.


To those who my friend would have called the hypocrites in the church, Jesus says, before you come to praise God, go and restore your relationship with those who you have offended, or who have offended you.  Then come back and worship with a clean heart.  It is akin to the concept of not letting the sun go down on your anger.


There is talk about the cutting off of hands and plucking out eyes which Jesus did not intend to be taken literally.  He is using vivid language to impress on his hearers the importance of dealing appropriately with anger, jealousy, lust and dishonesty.  He urged them to live according to the values of God's realm - To live in 'right' relationships with others and to 'make right', relationships that have gone wrong.


What is at the heart of the Law?  Love of God and love of neighbour.   You and I are urged to choose to act in ways that are life-giving.  


How does this apply to your life?  Jesus is trying to show us a new way of being human, of being peacemakers, of reconciling conflict, of telling the truth.  As Christians, as followers of Christ, as disciples, and students, how should we be handling conflicts inside and outside of the church?  What does it mean to follow Jesus' way, when it comes to restoring relationships and strengthening community?  What does any of this mean for you on your journey?  How might this message apply to you?

Peace and grace

Amen     
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