Service of the Word: Sunday 7th March 2010

Reading:
Matthew 7:1-5 
Judging Others 

 1"Do not judge, or you too will be judged. 2For in the same way you judge others, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you. 

 3"Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother's eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye? 4How can you say to your brother, 'Let me take the speck out of your eye,' when all the time there is a plank in your own eye? 5You hypocrite, first take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother's eye. 

Reading: 
Matthew 5:7-8 
 7Blessed are the merciful, 
      for they will be shown mercy. 
 8Blessed are the pure in heart, 
      for they will see God.

The world we live in is not one which is full of mercy. The way people treat one another when countries are at war or there is power to be fought over is often better described as ‘merciless’. In the news every week we hear of human relationships which are ruled by cruelty or indifference. We hear of children who are abused and neglected, of old people who suffer indignity and ridicule and animals are mistreated  and used cruelly for profit. There seems to be no end to the ways mankind has devised to inflict pain and suffering on his fellows. It is not so very long ago when violent public executions were spectator events in this country and in some parts of the world they still are.

Mercy doesn’t appear to come naturally to us. Yet Jesus calls us to be merciful and it is (or should be) one of the marks of the Christian Church. Mercy is one of the names in the Bible for Christian love. It is different from the world’s view of love in one important aspect: most people view love as a kind of contract. It is a mutual exchange. We give our love, friendship and kindness to someone so that they will love us back. This is in some ways a pretty ‘brittle’ contract, subject to conditions. If one partner stops loving, then the reciprocal relationship eventually ceases and essentially ends. This love relies absolutely on receiving as well as giving; unrequited love is not love at all in this contractual sense.

The love that Jesus demonstrates and asks us to have is different in that it is not contractual. The love relationships God calls us to have reflect the love that he has for us: unconditional, not dependent on our love being returned, not dependent even on our recognizing his love. If we continue in our own way, sinning and ignoring his grace, his love for us is not diminished. In fact, the story Jesus told of the Good Shepherd and the lost sheep shows us that when a person is far from him, lost and alone, that is when he comes to seek us out and bring us into the fold of fellowship with him and the rest of the flock. There is no contract, no expectation of gain from God. Though he wants us to love him, it is not a condition of his love for us.

‘All that the Father gives me will come to me,
and whoever comes to me I will never drive away.’
John 6:37

This kind of love is a stranger to the world and to many Christians. We constantly try to pay for God’s love by any one of a hundred means: our work for the church, our time, our money,  our talents. The extraordinary corollary to trying to pay for God’s love is that the more we give, the more we realize that  one, we have nothing which is of sufficient worth to pay with and two, everything we have is God’s anyway and we are actually wretched and poor without him. Then we come to the point where we realize that when it comes to God’s love, we are not in a contract, but in a relationship, that of perfect Father and child. There is a song which reminds us, ‘nothing you can do can make him love you more and nothing you can do can make him love you less.’ This is mercy and it is the depth of love that Jesus calls us to not just as individuals, but as a church.

Becoming a Christian is the start of a lifelong process of learning and deepening of our relationship with our heavenly Father, the Creator God. He loved us way before we ever began to love him. His love – his mercy is for all people. God send the sun and the rain on all – the righteous and the unrighteous alike. Our ‘conversion’ to faith comes when we turn to face him, look into his face through prayer and his Word and learn to love him.

The second part of this beatitude is Jesus’ call to us to show this same kind of love to other people.

We had an interesting discussion in our cell group recently about what Christian love is and how far it should go. How and how much should we love others? The amazing answer that Jesus gives is that our love, our mercy towards others should be the same as his towards us.

Then we have the call to be pure in heart. This is even harder in some ways. First we are called to be merciful and not judge others, then we are called to be pure in heart; further teaching fro the apostles encourage us to be accountable to each other and to admonish one another when we see sin. How do we keep these two things in tension? Isn’t there a danger that if we preach holiness and purity of heart then we will find ourselves judging those who don’t manage to reach the standard?

That is certainly something we have to watch out for. However, the way we will become holy as a church is for us to commit ourselves as individuals to following the teaching of Jesus and then encouraging one another to do the same. One of the things that came out of the Parish Vision day was the need to be willing to be accountable to each other. You know, we can no longer allow ourselves to get all ‘prickly’ when someone approaches us and challenges the way we are behaving or speaking. These things need to be done because that is what we are taught in the Scriptures.

This is what Bishop Steven says in his book, ‘Jesus People: What the Church should do next’:

‘The Church in our day has rather lost confidence in talking about holiness and purity of heart and life. It’s possible to see why it is difficult… to talk about purity of heart and life without sounding like the Pharisees themselves. As soon as we take hold of this beatitude it is as if we let go of mercy. But we cannot let go of this call to inner purity either.  As Jesus goes on to make clear in the sermon on the mount, the implications of the gospel challenge not only our outer actions but our words, our inner thoughts and our motivation’

The Jews had standards of holiness based on the Commandments and the Levitical Law. These standards were achievable by humans with willpower. But Jesus sets standards which go much further and reflect not so much our limited ability to attain them as God’s desire for us to be like Jesus through the power of his Holy Spirit.

The Pharisees said that a man should love his neighbour, but hate his enemy. Jesus said that we should be like God and love our enemies and pray for those who persecute us.

The Pharisees said that adultery was a sin, but Jesus says that when we look at another with lust in our heart we have already committed adultery.

The Pharisees said that murder is a sin, but Jesus said that harbouring anger in our heart towards another means we have broken that law already.

We have no choice about this, the love we show to others, as individuals and as a church community must be the same as the love God shows to us every second of every minute of every day. That should be enough to challenge every heart here today.

But how do we do it? How can we possibly live up to these exacting standards?

The truth is that we don’t do this by living by a set of rules or striving to ‘just do it’. It’s the transforming work of the Holy Spirit that makes it possible for us to be pure in heart. It is only the Holy Spirit who can do this transforming work, because it is God’s work, not ours. Our part is to immerse ourselves in the Word of God and to allow prayer to be the first resort in our daily living.

Bishop Steven again:

‘Through Scripture and sacrament, through shared lives and the Spirit’s gentle work, there should be a steady growth in grace and goodness… Community life in the Christian Church needs to be deep enough and real enough such that we encounter one another and encounter one another in this journey. Who would not want to join a community where, through God’s graceand support of others, we learn to be more loving, more patient, more joyful and better able to direct and control our lives from within?’ 
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We have a promise in this beatitude: those who are pure in heart will see God – not just when we step from this life into glory with him, but now, today and more tomorrow, then more the next day, as we continue to live in Jesus and his Word, by the power of the Holy Spirit.
Elsewhere in the scriptures  Jesus says, 

‘If you who are evil know how to give good things to your children, how much more will your heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him.’

That’s just what we should do.

