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February 16, 201   6th Sunday after Epiphany  Gualala, CA   

The lectionary – the assigned texts for each Sunday of the Church year – has 

been around for a long time.  Sometimes the lessons hang together and 

sometimes not. On occasion, I wonder why on earth did they pick those texts 

from the Bible?  What were they thinking - the ancient scholars who arranged 

these lessons?  Today is one of those occasions. 

Two weeks ago – in the Gospel reading for the 4th Sunday after Epiphany – from 

chapter 5 of the Gospel of Matthew – we heard wonderful words of 

encouragement – especially if you are diminished in spirit or grieving or 

struggling valiantly on behalf of peace or powerless or being persecuted for 

God’s sake.  Blessed are you.  That is how Jesus began his sermon on the hill.  

If you are unemployed or neglected or discouraged or down on your luck – 

blessed are you.  You may not be flourishing now but God will reward you in the 

end – when God’s rules decide. 

And then last week, again from Matthew 5 and the same sermon on the hillside, 

there was a delightful challenging word about being salt and light for the world.  

Even though God’s blessings reverse the expectations of the world, we are still 

obligated us to show with our lives what it means to be God’s beloved. Then 

Jesus gives this obligation to fulfill the law a serious twist. There are 

consequences if we don’t act like those who are blessed of God. We need to be 

salt and light to bear witness to God with our lives. Your life is the only Bible 

many people will ever read.  Because God has blessed us – because we are 

called God’s beloved – we are obligated to live so that others will discover that 

love and praise God – because of us. 
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Jesus might have left It there – being light and salt.  But no, he raises the bar 

even higher – almost as if to make sure that his followers would indeed be more 

righteous than the religious elite of the day.  Or, better yet, to make sure that no 

one can claim to be righteous before God. Having said we must keep the 

commandments so others will give glory to God – he changes the rules.  Listen 

for all the reversals.  You have heard it said – but I say to you. Jesus is not only 

establishing his authority – he is laying down new expectations for being a 

follower. How we think or feel and what we think and feel is as important as how 

we act. Listen now to the Gospel once again from Matthew 5 and hear what is 

required of those who would follow Jesus.   

READ LESSON.  Matthew 5:21-37 

In an era when having feelings is a good thing – when nobody gets less than an 

A in school – when praise is expected in the workplace – when guilt is out of 

fashion because everybody is doing the best they can – when sin is seldom 

mentioned even in church – some churches skip the confession these 

outrageous requirements from Jesus are easily ignored because they are – well 

– impossible to achieve.  Like a song not scored for breathing. Anger is right out 

– insulting someone is worse – and if you call someone a ‘fool’ (or even think it) 

you are doomed to hell. Then there is lusting. For people of a certain age, lust 

may not be a daily struggle.  Still most of can remember a time when lusting 

thrived. If you have what is sometimes called a ‘wandering eye’ – better to pluck 

it out, says Jesus, lest it condemn you. And you go to Hell.  Do not make a vow – 

in God’s name or on your mother’s grave or by your head.  Just say yes or no 

which seems particularly difficult for modern politicians.  Next week, just so you 

have something to look forward to, the text from Matthew 5 continues and 

eliminates retribution and revenge and admonishes us to love our enemies.  

It is difficult to imagine what the people on the hillside in Galilee heard Jesus say.  

They may have heard Jesus reversing the authority of the law.  You have heard it 

said – don’t kill or commit adultery – BUT I say to you.  Jesus is the new authority 
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not by eliminating the law but rather by making it cover thoughts and feelings as 

well as actions.  The progression of the sermon from being blessed to being in 

danger for thinking bad thoughts must have been as unsettling for the hillside 

listeners in Galilee as it is for us now.   

     *************** 

We do a variety of things to soften the demands of these admonitions from 

Jesus.  As a teenager with the normal range of hormones, I was overwhelmed 

with guilt for lust.  I remember kneeling to take communion and my legs would 

shake for feeling guilty of lusting.  I was a ‘goody twoshoes’ and seldom did 

anything bad – I just had a few sexual thoughts. Then I heard a most liberating 

quote from Martin Luther.  ‘You can’t stop the birds from flying over your head but 

you can prevent them from building a nest your hair.  I felt better.  When thoughts 

become an obsession we cannot stop, a nest has been made. So I try to keep 

the birds flying. 

On the way of up to Gualala yesterday, I was listening to an old recording of the 

Limelighters.  In the midst of singing old camp songs, they reminded the 

audience of the motto at camp: “clean mind, clean body, take your pick.”  That is 

one solution but far from expectations of Jesus. 

If you were watching the Olympics last Sunday night, you missed a splendid 

illustration of popular theology at work on Downton Abby.  Edith is in some kind 

of trouble and asks her mother – “Do you think I am bad?”  No, said her mother.  

Well, said Edith, “sometime I have bad feelings.”  To which her mother 

responded: “We all have bad feelings.  It is acting on them that makes us bad.”  

It’s a common consolation – but it is not what Jesus said in the hillside sermon. 

Try as we might to soften the demands of discipleship, we can’t.  Our inclination 

– maybe even more pervasive than lust – is to look for the easy way.  G.K. 

Chesterton once wrote, "It is not that Christianity is tried and found wanting ... 
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rather, it is that Christianity is found difficult and left untried.”  I was struck with a 

TV ad for investigative reporting on KNTV:  We do what is right instead of 

what is easy.  Could be a motto for following Jesus. In his expanding the law to 

probe our private thoughts and feelings and impulses and longings, Jesus 

expects total commitment from his followers.  Is it possible?  No.  Is it necessary?  

Yes.  Valentine cards do not say “I love you with my body but not my heart.”  

Marriages often flounder because men – and it is mostly men – think they should 

not have to say the love word.  “You should know that I love you from what I do” 

is the standard appeal.  It does not work because thoughts and feelings matter. 

For instance, even if you know all the rules in the Motor Vehicles code, that does 

not guarantee that you will be a good driver.  Knowing the rules will not make you 

courteous behind the wheel or even insure that you will think about the other 

driver when you are quick to cut in or honk.  The law is the minimum needed to 

maintain a civil society.  But the law is not enough to establish compassionate 

communities committed to the common good.   

Nor will rules sustain a relationship.  If you need rules to keep a friendship or 

marriage going, it is doomed.  Being called blessed – beloved is an invitation to a 

relationship with Jesus.  Anger, objectifying bodies, harboring revenge, speaking 

ill of others – all these things diminish a relationship with Jesus or with anyone.  

We are whole beings and we are to love God with our whole selves – inside and 

outside – thoughts and actions together.  The Christian life is like a song not 

scored for breathing.  God expects the impossible.  And it is not fair. 

If we continue to look at the demands of this lesson from the human side, we will 

continue to have reasons to complain about God’s expectations.  But suppose we start 

with God whose love for us is outrageous.  God held back nothing in order to woe us 

into a relationship.  Our response to God’s love must be equally outrageous.  It is in fact 

impossible.  Our relationship with God or any relationship for that matter is not 

preserved by rules but by our unfiltered, unconditional response to God’s love.  If one 

can believe the diamond ads leading to Valentine’s Day, some extravagant gifts were 



	 5

given in the name of love.  On average, we will spend $132 each for our beloved for an 

estimated total of 17.3 billion dollars. That’s more than Halloween.  It is reported that 

Kim Kaardashian received 1000 roses from her beloved this past week. You may have  

decided not to count the cost and buy her or him that very special – but costly 

gift. So with God. God’s love holds nothing back. 

Here is what my friend Ed Foley said about this text: “We have an unfair, 

outrageously demanding, affronting, impossible God, even more, as today's 

gospel proves, we have a God who EXAGGERATES and whose love is 

extravagant.   

But what do you expect from a God who is always there?  From a God who does 

not sleep, for fear of missing our prayer; From the architect of the cosmos, who 

holds sway over galaxies and solar systems, yet yearns for the love of one of 

God’s beloved creatures; From the infinite God who chose to become a finite 

human being who finally was condemned to die?  What do you expect from a 

God who gave himself blood so that he could shed it for us.  We know about 

God’s unconditional, extravagant, love in the living, dying and rising of Jesus 

Christ.  Our love for God and so for one another can be no less total and 

extravagant. 

  

Today's gospel is another example of the lengths to which God will go just to 

engage us ... to make us listen ... to squeeze out a response.  God will scare us, 

cajole us, lure us, anything to get our attention because God longs for our love.  

We are still God’s beloved – blessed of God even when we falter and fail.  We 

are invited this day – and every day – to love God totally – body, mind, heart, 

soul, feelings, thoughts.  Given what God has done for us, it is a small thing.  So 

love God without holding anything back.  It is impossible – like a song not scored 

for breathing – but it is what we do because of God’s outrageous love.  You are 

blessed and beloved of God.  Love God with your whole being – totally - holding 

nothing back. It’s the least we can do. 
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