Messages from Mountains: Don’t Believe Everything You Hear
Matthew 5:21-37

This past week seven of our middle-schoolers and I finished this year’s Journey of Discipleship class. During our time together, we explored what it means to each of us to be a person of faith.


On Monday night the students shared what they believe about God, Jesus, the Holy Spirit, and the church. The statements they’d written were thoughtful, honest, and incredibly beautiful.


Several of the students talked about their sense that God watches over us. But another student voiced some hesitation: “I’m not sure I like thinking about God watching us.” It turned out that the hesitation had to do with imagining God as some sort of divine scorekeeper who keeps track of each mistake or misstep we make.


While we might never list “scorekeeper” as one of our images for God, does such an image ever creep into how we view God or somehow shape the way we understand our relationship with God?


Divine scorekeeping may be on the minds of those who listen to another of Jesus’ mountainside messages. After all, in today’s gospel reading, Jesus does seem to be talking about the law. And if there are laws, then surely there’s someone who’s keeping track of whether those laws are kept or broken.


And maybe that’s where the scorekeeper image gets us stuck. Maybe we have to let it go so we can hear Jesus’ message in a new way. In fact, Jesus seems to be encouraging us to do just that—to hear in a new way.


Jesus recognizes that it might be easy for us to think we’re in the clear as long as we don’t do anything on the legal checklist we think we’ve heard and understand. No murder today? Check. No calling anyone a fool? Check. No adultery? Check.

The problem is that this kind of understanding doesn’t really get us very far. The legal dimension of a law does hold us accountable for how we act toward each other. But if we only focus on that dimension, we can end up with a moral checklist that lets us off the hook—at least in our own minds.


But Jesus wants more. He wants us to have a different understanding. He wants us to hear something new. “You’ve heard it said . . .,” he explains, “but I tell you. . . .”


If the scorekeeper image is still lurking in the back of our minds, we may hear Jesus’ message as layering on more laws or adding stricter requirements. But maybe Jesus is inviting us to listen with our hearts.

And what we hear may call us to look beyond the law itself so we can see its ultimate goal. To understand that the law isn’t about just doing the right thing, staying in the lines, playing by the rules. To see that the law is really concerned about relationships.


One writer points us to the Ten Commandments: “the first table is about our relationship with God and the second with our relationships with each other. Understood this way, the whole law is actually a way of pointing us toward ways to honor those with whom we are in relationship. But somehow we forget that, and so get caught up in keeping the law for the law’s sake.”


Perhaps Jesus intensifies the law, not to force us to take it more seriously or follow it come closely in a legal sense, but rather to call us to imagine what it would mean to live in a world where we honor each other as people who are truly blessed and loved by God.


In such a world we can’t pat ourselves on the back for not committing murder but then ruin someone’s reputation by stabbing him or her in the back with our words. We can’t have an easy, open relationship with God when resentment, hostility, and injustice block our relationships with others. We can’t congratulate ourselves for not committing adultery and yet create relationships with our work, sports, or even the internet at the expense of our primary relationships.

Jesus calls us to imagine a different way of life—one lived as part of the in-breaking reign of God. Jesus calls us to shift our focus from the external actions we’re to avoid to the internal direction we’re to cultivate.


The laws we’ve heard no longer strictly apply to this or that specific action. Instead, as one writer puts it, “they become doorways into the examination of many internal dynamics . . . anger, derision, slander, false generosity, arrogance, lust, temptation, alienation. . . .”
 This internalization calls us to consider our attitudes and emotions, as well as our behavior.


And the writer adds: “It is one thing to behave rightly. It is another thing entirely for one’s heart to be oriented toward love.”


But we don’t have to manage that reorientation on our own. The in-breaking presence of God that Jesus represents can reorient our internal landscapes and the relationships we share—both with God and with others in the world. The good news that Jesus shares in his message from the mountainside is that God is the source of love rather than the scorekeeper of laws.


On the final session of our Journey of Discipleship class, the students and I shared food, as well as their statements of faith. We celebrated our time together with cupcakes and brownies. But later we also celebrated something more. As we shared communion, we celebrated the ways in which we’d come to understand God’s presence and the ways we’d come to value each other.

Maybe that’s not a bad way to imagine the in-breaking reign of God in which we’re invited to participate. God invites us to gather together to build, to celebrate, and to strengthen our relationships—with God and with each other.


In a small way, it’s what Jim Haynes has been doing for the past thirty-plus years.


Each Sunday evening, Haynes hosts a dinner in his home in Paris. People, including total strangers, call or e-mail him to book a spot. The first fifty or sixty people who contact him may come. That number doubles when the weather is nice and they can overflow into his garden.


Every Sunday a different friend of his prepares a feast. And people from all corners of the world come to break bread together, to meet, to talk, to connect. All ages, nationalities, races, professions gather in Haynes’ home.

Since there’s no organized seating, the opportunity for mingling couldn’t be better. Haynes loves the randomness.

He also loves introducing people to people.


He has a good memory, so each week he makes a point to remember everyone’s name on the guest list and where they’re from and what they do. That allows him to introduce his guests to each other. If Haynes had his way, he’d introduce everyone in the whole world to each other.


Haynes identifies people as the most important thing in his life. While many travelers go to see things like the Tower of London, the Statue of Liberty, or the Eiffel Tower, he travels to see friends—even those he’s never met.


In the late 1980s, Haynes edited a series of guidebooks to nine Eastern European countries and Russia. The books featured no sights to see, no shops or museums to visit. Instead, each book contained about a thousand short biographies of people who’d be willing to welcome travelers in their cities. Hundreds of relationships evolved from these encounters.


The same can be said for Haynes’ Sunday gatherings. At one dinner a six-year-old girl from Bosnia spent the entire evening glued to an eight-year-old boy from Estonia. Their parents were surprised, and pleased, by this immediate friendship.


There’s always a collection of people from all over the globe. Most of them speak English, at least as a second language. A recent dinner featured a typical mix: a Dutch political cartoonist, a beautiful painter from Norway, a truck driver from Arizona, a bookseller from Atlanta, a newspaper editor from Sydney, students from all over, and traveling retirees.


Haynes says he’s long believed it’s unnecessary to understand others, individuals, or nationalities. At the very least, he says, one must simply tolerate others. Tolerance can lead to respect and, finally, to love. No one, he adds, can ever really understand anyone else, but you can love them.


Haynes believes we should know each other. After all, he notes, our lives are all connected.


“You have heard it said . . . but I tell you. . . .” Perhaps today those words that Jesus said on the mountainside will remind us of the importance of relationships. And perhaps they will help us imagine God as one who desires to gather us together to know and share love, rather than one who keeps score. Amen.
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