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February 12, 2023

Matthew 5:21-37

A Call to Conscience

Prayer: O God, send your Spirit upon us and light our path, that we may travel the road you have
prepared for us. Having heard your scriptures proclaimed, and your word revealed, enable our
hearts and minds to understand your goodness and your grace. Help us break free from ideas that
no longer bring life, that we may embrace the life-giving work of your Spirit. Challenge us to
forsake paths that ask little of us, and help us resist the evils and temptations of this world, that
we may truly follow the way of kingdom living. Amen.

Last week Larissa preached an excellent sermon here encouraging us to be salt and
light in the world. A call to a unique, authentic life, encouraged in the words of Jesus’ sermon
on the mount in Matthew.

This week I am continuing in Jesus’ sermon on the mount. He has just encouraged his
hearers to be salt and light, he has just reminded them that he has come not to abolish the law
and the prophets but to fulfill them. And then he begins to quote from Deuteronomy and
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Leviticus and give examples of what it would be like to be salt and light in some of the most
intractable issues of his day:

Anger, adultery, divorce, and taking of oaths – specifically. In each case he points out
that these issues begin not externally, but internally. Don’t think this is about other people –
their moral failure, but rather look within to examine the motives in our hearts, find a
connection to their suffering, find humility.

● It has been sometime since anyone was put on death row in CT, but it continues
to happen in our country. It may be easy enough to condemn a murderer to
death row when the facts of the case are in and line up beyond the shadow of a
doubt in the eyes of a jury. Most of us do not commit murder. But the motive of
anger can reside in any one of us. How do we manage our anger? Who does it
harm? What would it mean to turn our anger into an opportunity to be the salt
of the earth, the light of the world? Can we become curious, forgiving, cautious,
imaginative? Do we extend a hand of friendship, work for justice, or shake the
dust off from our feet when we walk away peacefully?

● Adultery and divorce laws were abused in Jesus’ day to justify what was a deeply
immoral practice of casting off an inconvenient wife. Leaving her without a
place in the world. The hard heartedness is what Jesus draws our attention to.
What is going on in your heart with regards to your spouse? What feelings are
you ignoring, failing to control?

● The taking of oaths in Jesus’ day was practiced by people swearing up and down
by all manner of gods, who were false. How can you trust someone who is
swearing by things which are ineffectual? Jesus says, just let your “yes” mean
yes and your “no” mean no. That kind of clarity comes from within.

In his day, Jesus was asking people to find more complexity in intractable problems. Drawing
attention to the inner work we all need to do, before we stand in moral judgment on others.
Drawing connections between moral failings and the kinds of feelings we all have.

This morning I am also thinking about the intractable issues of our day, and our
opportunity to be salt and light.

Political polarization, abortion, how about US foreign policy in Israel?

Ever tried having a conversation about Israel at a dinner party? I was shocked to be
labeled “anti-semitic,” when I wondered aloud – pretty benignly I thought – about the plight of
the Palestinians; at a dinner I was attending. I was stricken  – shamed– by that label. It
effectively made me stop talking about that. No one else wondered about Palestinians that
night either.

Rob and I are heading to Israel and Palestine this week with the Tree of Life Educational
Fund to go and to learn, and to be there. We will see the holy sites, and we will meet people
who are voices of conscience. One of the things I like about this trip is that we have spent
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months reading, watching documentaries, and meeting with friends from the Mosque in Berlin
CT who will be going with us. No one is expecting us to fix the problems in the Middle East. I’m
not taking any prepared sermons, Rob won’t be doing their legal work, we are there to learn, to
witness, and to offer friendship. And then, we’ll see what happens. Maybe this could be a little
salt and light in this massive intractable problem.

This week I heard Krista Tippet’s podcast1 with Amanda Ripley on “good conflict.” She
described a project at the Columbia Conflict Lab about how if you divide people according to
those who are pro-choice and pro-life and give them one of two articles to read ahead of time:
one group gets an article which describes the traditional two sides of the debate; the other
group gets an article that gets into a lot more nuance about people’s feelings – there are more
than two possible opinions. So you sit these two groups down for conversation about abortion
the first group gets what she calls: “high conflict” which is intractable polarization. The second
group has a conversation they call “good conflict” They have conversations which are mutually
supportive and affirmative, challenging and reflective. Just by shifting the expectations around
the conversation with the possibility of only two positions or something broader. Sounds like
salt and light to me.

One of the things that the cottage meetings revealed to us last year is that the
problems in the world are also in our church. We have people on all sides of the political
spectrum – right here. What we began to realize is that that may be our strength, our gift. To
create a safe, sacred space in the community, reflecting the community, where we can meet
each other, share and learn together. In our country politicians seek to exploit differences
among people to divide us for political ends; yet, we can come together and connect in our
community because the spirit draws us together. Sometimes having a spiritual conversation
with someone who is different from you can be revolutionary. Salt? Light?

In the Rev Martin Luther King, Jr’s Riverside Church speech 4/4/1967, he said:
“I am convinced that if we are to get on the right side of the world revolution, we as a nation
must undergo a radical revolution of values. We must rapidly begin the shift from a
thing-oriented society to a person-oriented society. When machines and computers, profit
motives and property rights, are considered more important than people, the giant triplets of
racism, extreme materialism, and militarism are incapable of being conquered.”

According to the PBS documentary MLK: A Call to Conscience (2010), the speech was
denounced by 168 newspapers across the country.

MLK was criticized for these words. He’s gone too far now, this call to conscience.

But in 2023, it also sounds just right to my ear: when machines and computers, profit motives
and property rights, are considered more important than people. Racism, materialism and
militarism are incapable of being conquered. Jesus asked his hearers to open their hearts.

1 On Being, #1087 Amanda Ripley – Stepping out of the “zombie dance” we’re in, and into “good conflict”
that is, in fact, life giving February 8, 2023
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Jesus asked his hearers to open their hearts to those who are strangling in the most
intractable issues of their day. His invitation stands today. You have heard how people talk. Will
you be human in these conversations, humble, curious, compassionate; will you be this kind of
salt and light?

Questions for reflection and conversation:

● Which of Jesus’ words in this section of the sermon on the mount strike you as most
challenging right now in your life?

● What is one initial step you can take to live out Jesus’ words more fully today?
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