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Sermon for the Sixth Sunday after the Epiphany, Year A 

February 16, 2020 

The Rev. Evelyn Wheeler, Rector 

Deuteronomy 30:15-20; Psalm 119:1-8; 1 Corinthians 3:1-9; Matthew 5:21-37 

Last week, Jesus was teaching the disciples that they were the salt of 

the earth and the light of the world.  He also told them that he had 

not come to abolish the law but to fulfill it.  Finally, he told them that 

“unless [their] righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and 

Pharisees [they would] never enter the kingdom of heaven.”1 

My friends, he was not being sarcastic.   

The scribes and the Pharisees knew the law and the prophets.  And it 

certainly seems that they thought they were the last word on the law 

and the prophets – challenging John the Baptist, challenging Jesus and 

the disciples.  The problem was, they did not realize that the true “last 

word” was THE Word – Jesus, Messiah, Son of God, and, yes, Word of 

God. 

And Jesus was telling the disciples that all the rules and laws that the 

scribes and Pharisees knew so well, and worked so hard to obey, were 

just the beginning of wisdom and righteousness.   

So let’s take a minute and back up, and remember where the law came 

from.  In the traditions of the scribes and Pharisees, the traditions 

that the disciples would have regarded as valid and credible, the law 

was handed down by Moses, who had led the Israelites out of slavery in 

Egypt, as directed by God.  The rules governed their common life for 

hundreds of generations.  This was the way things were done, and had 
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always been done.  One did not murder, one did not commit adultery, 

one did not covet one’s neighbor’s wife, one did not lie and cheat to get 

ahead.  One, in short, behaved in a way that kept the community united 

and at peace. 

What on earth could be wrong with that? 

There is nothing wrong with that. 

But it is the “on earth” that is the wrong … emphasis. 

Jesus is talking about “in heaven.”  The realm of God.  And in the realm 

of God, murder is certainly wrong, but anger is wrong also.  Anger is 

what leads to violence. Anger is the root, or, in Latin, the radix 

supporting the law.   

Yet we all feel angry at times, don’t we?  We perceive an injustice – 

against ourselves, against someone we care for, against others, and it 

can make us angry.  And anger is a great motivator, but it isn’t always 

the best approach to a problem, just as is the case with fear.   

If you were here last week, you’ll remember I talked about fear, and 

how God desires us to Be Not Afraid. 

Well, here is Jesus saying, Be Not Angry.   

In heaven, adultery is wrong.  But Jesus says if a man – because that is 

probably the one he would assume would look at a woman with lust – 

looks at a woman with lust, he has committed adultery, even if he has 

not acted.  He has, in effect, broken his relationship with his wife, 

broken the trust and his vow of faithfulness with her.  Even if she 

doesn’t know it.  Even if he doesn’t act on it.  Something has entered 
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the relationship that will now be between them and separate them for 

all time. 

This is all about relationships, about faithfulness and speaking truth. 

Things joined should not be broken.  And people should not be broken.   

Jesus’ language is a bit hyperbolic, especially the bit about gouging out 

an eye or cutting off a hand – and it is not intended to be taken wholly 

literally.  But when we find the root, we find the truth:  and the goal 

should be live with honor, conduct your business with honor, and treat 

your friends and relations with honor. 

But there are a lot of stresses in our lives.  There are a lot of 

pressures, and a lot of setbacks in our lives.  It is hard to remember, 

when we are stressed and pressed and set back, to live without anger, 

to conduct ourselves with honor, to resist the impulse to the easy 

answer, and even to break relationships.  And at least right now, there 

are a lot of problems facing us, in our world, in our nation, in our 

community, and right here in this church. 

Frankly, I admit to being a bit worried about where we find ourselves 

right here in this church.  And I would not be surprised if you are 

feeling worried also.  Yes?  Show of hands? 

Right. 

See, when we receive a shock, one that scares us, we can react in one 

of several traditional ways:   Fight, flight, or freeze. 

You know freeze – it’s that deer in the headlights feeling. You see the 

light shining in your eyes, and you don’t know if it’s an oncoming train or 
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a light showing your path.  And you could stand there but that might 

not be safe.  So you have to move aside, so you can see which it is.   

Then you have two choices:  you can flee or you can fight. 

It’s not like I haven’t considered fleeing, however briefly – I mean, I 

have the option to resign or retire pretty much anytime.  But, it turns 

out, it’s apparently not in my nature to just walk away from a problem, 

even a big one.  And it’s also true that fleeing a situation, unless one is 

in danger of harm, is never truly a way to resolve it. 

So that leaves us fight. 

And that’s where I am on all this. 

And I would like to invite you to join me.  Let’s fight this crisis, let’s 

fight it together. 

Now I don’t know the answers, I don’t know what path – or paths – we 

will find, I don’t know what road we will take.  But I am determined we 

should find one – or perhaps more than one, even. 

That means we all need to get in the search for answers. 

In that search, the first things are, at the root of everything we do 

from here on out: We keep faith, we speak truth, we honor one 

another. 

We don’t let the fear get hold of our spirits and divide us.   

This past week, on Tuesday, I attended the Madison Area Arts 

Alliance’s Creativity Summit. There was a speaker from Indianapolis, 

who talked about how communities in Indiana and elsewhere have been 
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revitalized by their engagement with the arts.  And one thing stood out 

to me in particular. 

Usually, a community’s first instinct to building a future, is to try to 

secure economic security – to create jobs, to bring in businesses.  Then 

as the economy begins to pick up the community might invest in 

developing cultural amenities – maybe putting in a theater, and 

fostering the arts, or some such.  Finally, once these are on a firm 

footing, then one can expect to have a thriving community. 

But the speaker provided examples to support his thesis, that “flipping 

the pyramid” is more productive in the long run.  A small town in 

decline, with no arts, allowed an investor to buy an old building to turn 

it into an arts and culture center and museum.  And within a very short 

span of time, there were artists, and the artists were attracting 

tourists, and the tourists were attracting entrepreneurs, and 

unexpectedly, the town began to recover and grow its economic base. 

This was only one such story he told us – but his point was this:  Look 

to the arts to create a town people want to live in, and the rest, 

including the businesses and the jobs will follow, as the new residents 

bring their creativity to bear. 

It was quite exciting to hear these stories.  

And I sat there and thought to myself: we are worried about finding 

money to keep going – but maybe the first task for us, being a church, 

is opening to the Holy Spirit, to our Creator, to our love for God and 

ourselves and others, and letting that love flow through us and into our 

community – to create the place we want to be, to create the place 

others want to be, because they see the faithfulness, the truth, the 
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love, and the way we honor each other and them, and they want, no, 

they need to be a part of that.   

That is how we thrive – we dig deep into our faith, into our trust, into 

our courage, into our roots in God’s realm, and we let these things grow.  

We get brave, we get creative, we get rooted, we get joyful, we get 

hopeful, and we will grow, internally, externally, now and in the future. 

Yes, there are practical questions to be answered.  But the first 

question is: do we trust God to show us the way?  Do we trust in God’s 

faithfulness?  Do we trust in our faith? 

Stay faithful, stay truthful, stay kind, stay here, stay engaged, and 

dare to dream.   

Yes?  Show of hands? 

Amen. 

 


