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Sixth Sunday after Epiphany 2011 (A)

Matthew 5: 21-37
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.
Kids and trains!  Perhaps, mostly little boys and trains but some little girls as well!  I was one of those little kids who when Christmas arrived one year became the proud owner of a small Lionel Train set.  It was like magic.  All other gifts paled in comparison.  
There it was: A cool train set complete with a locomotive engine and a caboose.  It was fantastic!  It was Christmas Day and that meant that the train was all set-up and ready to go.  I was like a kid in a candy store.
With just a flick of the switch, the cars carefully positioned on the sleek tracks went humming along slowly at first and then faster and faster.  The cars in relationship to those tracks with a little electric current were brought to life.  It was magic!  I loved it!
Of course, I didn’t realize then and only realized it this past week on the “T” that a train must be in near perfect relationship with the tracks upon which it runs.  Whether it’s the sometimes cranky “T,” Amtrak, a high speed train in Japan or France or a slow moving train in the wilderness of Alaska, a train is a train, and the relationship between that train and its tracks is what it’s all about.

Our gospel passage for today, a difficult and complex part of the Sermon on the Mount, is very much about relationships.  Jesus jumps into a new interpretation of the Law which Jews would have recognized.  He challenges those listening to go deeper, to listen like never before and to examine their lives.  He challenges them and us to consider what it might mean to be truly and radically committed to being in close relationship with God.  

Are not the Ten Commandments about relationship with God, a set of commands that lay out God’s covenantal relationship with us, God’s people?  Are not those commandments ways of relating to God and to one another?  Our life in the Church and our talk about God is really about relationships, our personal relationship with God and our relationship with God as a community of faith.
The laws set forth in the Judeo-Christian Tradition and the laws of our nation, the Commonwealth, cities and towns are ways of being in relationship with other.  What if we don’t follow the law about trash removal, or we don’t follow the law that governs traffic signals, or we don’t follow the law that dictates payment of taxes and the list could go on and on?  Yes. We can break the law, but when we do, we fracture our relationship with others or whole systems which are dependent on everyone following the same path in life.

The gospel for today lays out a path for life.  It starts off with a startling statement, “You shall not murder, and whoever murders shall be liable to judgment.  But I say to you that if you are angry with a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment, and if you insult a brother or sister, you will be liable to the council.” 
Now, I doubt that any one of us has ever murdered anyone.  But, what happens when we are angry with someone, when we say harsh and cruel things to them or even behind their backs, when we harbor mean-spirited destructive thoughts or when we tear someone down in the eyes of others?   Jesus tells us that we are in serious territory.  We have crossed over lines that can break relationships into little pieces, hurt everyone involved including ourselves and slam doors shut.
I believe this gospel is about opening doors, the doors to our hearts, the doors to living grace, the doors to connecting our thoughts with our actions with the intention to live a truly Godly life, a life alive in the Spirit.  
I believe this gospel calls us to a life filled with goodness and mercy and not anger and hostility, a life that mirrors our relationship with Jesus who came into the world to be our light, our hope, our way and our guide.  
Last week, the gospel reminded us that we are to be salt of the earth and light to the world.  If we long to be salt and light, life-giving elements in the world, then, we are to take seriously our call to conversion of heart.  We are to respond to God’s call which can transform even the hardest of hearts.  We are to be more like the One whose life and light we celebrate this Season of Epiphany.  

John tells us that the “Word became flesh and lived among us” (John 1:14).  He also tells us that “God so loved the world that God gave his only son that whosoever believes in him will have eternal life” (John 3:16).  Now those are powerful words of God’s commitment and covenant of heart.  God commits to us.  We commit to God through our Baptisms and through looking inside ourselves to ensure that the grace that God gives us is truly working. 

How can we know, truly know, that God’s grace is making a difference in our lives?  Well, first, we are here today, are we not?  We are here in response to grace freely offered and freely given.  We can know that God’s grace is making a difference.  We can ‘catch’ ourselves before we unleash harmful and hurting words toward another.  We can step back and know that we are somehow better people than we would be if we were not in close relationship with God, the One who created us and sustains us in love.
Like the cars of a train in close relationship to the tracks upon which they run, so, too, is our relationship with God.  It is a relationship anchored to tracks of grace that can guide our thoughts, our motives and our actions if we only let it.  
God in Jesus gives us a new way of life.  Our job is to follow as best we can and rejoice in the power of God’s Spirit working in and through us.  Amen.
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