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Seventh Sunday after Epiphany 2011 (A)

Matthew 5: 38-48
The Rev. Dr. Christian Brocato

+May the God of hope fill us with all joy and peace and open our hearts to the power of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
“Be perfect, therefore, as you heavenly Father is perfect.”  Really?  That command is right up there with last week’s command in which Jesus basically said that perfection in a relationship means never getting divorced.  Both commands are historically conditioned statements and admonitions to strive to be perfect.

Jesus uttered these words in the First Century at the Sermon on the Mount.  In a ‘perfect’ world, there would be no divorce, no murder, no hatred, no anger, no hunger, no jealousy, no addictions and no war.  Everything would be ‘just perfect.’  However, that isn’t the real world.  It wasn’t the real world in the First Century, and it isn’t the real world now.

What Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount was what we should strive to be as his disciples.  We long to follow in his footsteps and long to be as much like God as possible.  Interestingly enough, the Greek word that is translated here as “perfect,” doesn’t really mean ‘perfect’ as we understand it.  The word, telos is the word for ‘goal,’ ‘end’ or ‘purpose.’  
Perhaps, what Jesus was really saying was that the goal, end or purpose of our lives should be for us to be all we can be as God would have us be.  We are called to be as faithful to the Gospel as possible, to be kind, loving, generous, understanding and forgiving.  If we could achieve those things in our lives, then, we would be as perfect as God is perfect.

This past week, I struggled with what that translated word, “perfect,” means.  None of us is perfect.  None of us can accomplish authentic perfection in our lives.  Why is that?  Because we are human beings.  We strive to be the people that God would have us be but we often fall short.  That certainly is my lived experience in life.
I don’t know about you but I live a flawed life!  I live life with flaws that confront me on a day-to-day basis.  They can drive me to distraction.  They can drive me to say or do things I don’t intend and that can diminish my ‘self image’ and that of others. 

Having said that, do we really believe that we are created in the image and likeness of God as our Book of Common Prayer tells us?  I mean, do we really believe it?  Do we really believe that our minds, hearts and souls somehow reflect the Divine nature of whom God is and whom we are called to be? Do we ever step back and reflect on aspects of our Divine nature as the created of God?
I know I have much capacity to do ‘good’ things for others, and I have the capacity to do ‘bad’ things to others.   I am fully aware of my human nature.  I believe that Jesus understands that and understood it in his own life.  
I don’t believe that Jesus did ‘bad’ things to others.  I do believe that Jesus was God and that Jesus was also a human being.   Jesus did do things that were very much ‘human.’   
He got so angry with the spiritual, political and economic system of the Jerusalem Temple that he overturned the tables of the money changers, those who had permission to do what they were doing.  
Jesus got angry with his disciples.  Remember, he told Peter, “Get behind me, Satan.”  
The night before Jesus was crucified, he cried out in near despair that his Father might remove the cup that lay before him.  Because of his humanity, was not Jesus afraid that what lay ahead would be extremely painful?

These are images of the human capacity of God to understand, appreciate and empathize with us.  God understands that our lives have ups and downs, are joyful while other times sad, are capable of great good while other times doing much harm to ourselves, others and to God.  
So, then, what’s the bottom line in this Gospel passage?  Jesus commands his disciples: “You shall love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.”  
Loving those who seemingly do not love us is tremendously hard work.  It can only be accomplished though prayer and transformation of heart.  That transformation of heart is greatly needed.  Why?  I would bet that most of us have a very difficult time loving ourselves much less loving our enemies and praying for them.  
Here are important questions for all of us.  Do we reflect on whether or not we love ourselves, love who you are, love the way we act in the world, love the thoughts and motives that drive our passions and our lives?  How can we love others when we don’t fully love ourselves?   There it is!  There’s our humanity!  We are creatures, animals, living and breathing beings who long for fulfillment in life.  We long for more in life.  We long to be more like God, our creator, the one who loves us without reserve.
God loves us no matter what we perceive ourselves to be.  God loves us, the rich and the poor, the housed and the homeless, the degreed and the non-degreed, the most intelligent and the least intelligent.   God love us all the same!  Do we believe that?  
God loves us, and God created us because of that love.  God loves us without exception.  We are challenged to love without exception and live into the perfection of God, knowing well that that’s not an easy task.
So, my sisters and brothers, let us take heart!  Let us rejoice in the power of God’s love in our lives and ask God for the grace we need to love ourselves as God loves us.
As our Season of Epiphany will soon draw to a close, we embrace the light of Christ, a light that nothing can extinguish.  It is the light of Christ that shines in and through us as the beloved treasures of God.  Let us rejoice in that knowledge and go forth into the world to love and serve the God and all God’s people.  Amen! 
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