February 20, 2011

Leviticus 19:1-19; Ps 119-33-40; 1 Corinthians 3:10-23; Matthew 5:38-48

Last week, you might remember that from Matthew’s gospel, Jesus asked us to be a bit more careful about how we live our lives.  You remember – he cautioned us about things like getting angry with one another, about insulting one another, about yelling “You fool”.  So, I was just wondering how we were all doing with that – anyone get angry this past week?  How about insulting someone?  Ok, did anyone call someone a “fool”?  Jesus also talked about looking at a woman with lust in your heart, but I will not ask for you to raise your hands for that one.  So, you might be surprised to know that this week, things from Matthew’s gospel are much worse.  This morning, we have to be ... what was that word ... ah yes – perfect!

From Matthew’s gospel, Jesus continues to speak to us with the words form the Sermon on the Mount, and while he began a few weeks ago with the words, “Blessed are the poor in spirit”, he ends up this morning with the words, “Be perfect, even as your Father in heaven is perfect”.  And I am thinking that is way too high a standard for me to live up to.  He gives us a list of things to do that might be part of this path to perfection: I can maybe turn the other cheek.  I can maybe give to whoever begs of me.  I can maybe give away my coat and my shirt.  I can maybe walk that extra mile.  I can maybe pray for my enemies – not a very long list.  But perfection?  It was hard enough to stop yelling “You fool” to those idiots who keep weaving in and out of traffic.  And now, I have to be perfect.   And those of you know me well, and even those who know me even just a little bit – any hopes of me achieving any state of perfection just ain’t going to happen.  At least not today.  So, let’s set all that “perfection” stuff aside for a minute and turn our eyes to the first reading, the reading from the book of Leviticus.

                                                                                                                                                      

I like the book of Leviticus.  It is actually one of my favourite books in the bible.  There is some debate about exactly who wrote this long book of the laws and when this rather length collection of rules came into being, I believe that it was written as the people of Israel were coming back from their Exile in Babylon.  During those seventy years or so, weeping by the rivers of Babylon, and trying to learn to sing the Lord’s song in a strange land, the people of Israel came to realize that one of the reasons why they ended up in Babylon, dragged away from the city of Jerusalem, and one of the reasons why the Temple was burned to the ground and looted by foreign armies, was because of the way they were living their lives.  They had abandoned their relationship with the Lord who had delivered them from the land of Egypt and turned to false gods made of stone and wood and clay.  These idols may have had ears but they do not hear, they may have had eyes but they cannot see, the prophets reminded them.  And so, off to Babylon for a time of exile.  Seventy years later, they are making their way home again, and knew that they had to make some changes in the way they were living their lives.  The people of Israel certainly did not want to be dragged off into exile again, so this is where the book of Leviticus comes in. The book of Leviticus is about trying to “get it right this time”, it is a way for the people God to live a life of holiness.  And so, the reading this morning begins with those words, “You shall be holy, as I the Lord your God am holy”.  And what does a life of holiness look like in the book of Leviticus?  Well, in chapter 19, it is about children honouring parents and about parents honouring the Sabbath.  It is about how we worship and offer sacrifices.  It is about how we go into the fields to complete the harvest, making sure that we always leave something for the hungry.  It is about caring and watching out for the poor, the blind and the deaf.  It is about not lying to one another, not slandering one another, not bearing grudges or seeking revenge.  It is about the livestock in our barns, the crops in our fields, it is about the clothes on our back.   These things, and so much more, is what a life of holiness is all about.  Whether we are getting dressed in the morning, out in the fields gathering the crops, talking to our neighbour, worshipping in church, or milking the cows – how we live our life matters.  A life of holiness is about caring for the hungry – that is why we leave grapes on the vine.  A life of holiness is about how we talk to one another – no slander, resentment or revenge.  A life of holiness is about a life of kindness, attentiveness and generosity.  How we live our life matters – if our hearts are to be pure, then maybe our crops need to be pure too – no hybrids.  If our lives are to be pure, then maybe our livestock need to be pure too – no mixed breeds.  If our words are to be pure, then maybe our clothing needs to be pure too – no blended material.  How we live our life matters, and the book of Leviticus is inviting us into a more faithful kind of attentiveness to how we live, the decisions we make, the words we use, the attitude that we have as we approach the things we have been given.  We live lives of holiness when we live lives that reflect the glory and presence of God.  

And when I think of things that way, maybe that is what Jesus is getting at in Matthew’s gospel when he talks about the life of perfection.  Be perfect, even as your heavenly Father is perfect.  A difficult calling, harder than worrying about cotton-polyester blends in our closets.  Be perfect even as your heavenly Father is perfect.  Jesus will echo that same call later in chapter 19 when he is speaking with the rich young man, and tells him if he wishes to be perfect, he must sell all his possessions, give to the poor and then come and be a disciple.  Matthew is the only gospel writer that lays before the reader this radical call to perfection.  For Jesus, to be perfect is not talking about a moral code or that life where we never make a mistake nor is it a life without sin or a life of strict adherence to law.  That is perfectionism, and Jesus never calls us into that.  We could translate this passage about perfection as living a life where nothing is lacking, living a complete life, living a full life, living a life of integrity and balance, living a life that brings us into complete maturity.  Maybe to be perfect then is to live a life of such fullness, balance and maturity, that we always ready to fully and freely give ourselves to others. To be perfect is about giving ourselves over and be willing to suffer at the hands of others as they strike us on the cheek, it is to give ourselves to others and freely offering our shirt, our cloak, all that we own.  Perhaps to be perfect is to freely give of ourselves, walking alongside another and not counting the cost, giving to all those who beg, freely giving to those who borrow.  This is the call to perfection, this is the call to holiness, this is a life of self-giving, a life of sacrifice and service, this is a life of generosity and freedom and joy, this is a life of a follower of Jesus Christ.  

Sometimes people struggle with things like sacrifice and generosity and joy because we have not embraced this element of perfection, this calling that speaks about a fullness in our lives that gives birth to joyful self-giving.  It is hard to speak of sacrifice, generosity and joy if we feel we do not have enough to give, or if we are afraid of not having enough, or if we are still trapped by fear and self-centredness, or we feel we have already given enough and no more, or if we experience those movements of resentment in our lives.   But I know that when someone gives to anyone who begs or walks the second mile or is willing to give both shirt and cloak, this is not someone who feels resentment, or that they have already done enough.  They want to give more because what they have comes from that inner sense of fullness, a life rooted in that spirit of abundance and generosity.  And this comes up all the time in Matthew’s gospel.  Matthew is the one who speaks about forgiving not just seven times but seventy-times seven.  Matthew is the one who speaks of giving not just a little bit, but selling all that you have and giving to the poor.   Matthew is the one who speaks about not looking after our own needs, but seeking first God’s kingdom and then everything else will be given to you as well.  And so this calling to joyful self-giving rooted in a fullness of the heart is not strange to us.  Nor is it too difficult for us.  Giving and sacrifice and generosity and joy, that call to be perfect, are all part of what it means to live a more abundant life.  Giving and sacrifice and generosity and joy, that call to be perfect, are all part of what it means to be a follower of Jesus Christ.  

