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Holy Covenant – Sixth Sunday After Epiphany – 16 February 2014 

Sarah Bachelard 

Deut 10.12-22; Ps 119.1-8; 1 Cor 3.1-9; Matt 5.21-30 

 ‘Blessed are those whose way is blameless’ – says our Psalm this morning – ‘blessed 

are those who walk in the Law of the Lord’. Well that’s nice isn’t it? Nice for the 

blameless, that is. There just seems to be a teensy problem for the rest of us. 

Especially in the light of Jesus’s teaching in today’s gospel reading, our chances of 

living our whole lives blamelessly seem extraordinarily small. Who among us has not 

been angry or felt bitterness? Who has not at times been unreconciled with another 

person? Who has not fallen foul of some of the other intensified commandments 

that follow in this passage – on lust, adultery and divorce, oath-taking and 

retaliation, and love of enemy? Blessed are those whose way is blameless, who keep 

the commandments of God. But what about the rest of us? 

The reading today from Matthew’s gospel is a portion of the great Sermon on 

the Mount. We’ve been reading this Sermon for the last couple of weeks in the 

Sunday gospel, and will read it for at least another week or so. I think it helps to have 

a sense of the whole structure of this teaching, as we look at particular portions of it 

– and so let me briefly remind you of the context of today’s reading. 

The Sermon on the Mount begins, you’ll remember, with the Beatitudes. Jesus 

removes himself from the great crowds that are following him, he goes up the 

mountain and begins to teach his disciples. And he says: Blessed are the poor in 

spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are those who mourn, for they will 

be comforted, and so on. It’s significant, I think, that Jesus’s account of ‘blessedness’ 

includes not just ways of being and acting that are commanded by the law – blessed 

are the merciful, the just, the peacemakers, but ways of being that involve a kind of 

openness and vulnerability, humility and the acknowledgement of need. 

A perennial corruption of religious life is the illusion that being ‘blameless’ is a 

kind of security. It makes us superior, or safe, or ‘together’ – as opposed to all those 
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people out there who haven’t quite got it together, who aren’t quite ‘good’ or ‘right’ 

like ‘we’ are. But in the Beatitudes, we glimpse that the state of blessedness, the way 

of true blamelessness, is not like that and does not ‘feel’ like that. Blessedness, on 

Jesus’s account, feels sometimes more like being misunderstood (blessed are you 

when people revile you) than it feels like being sure of our virtue. To be blessed is to 

be vulnerable to the pain and the risk of life. It is much more about an open heart, 

than about self-conscious and scrupulous rectitude.  

This context makes a difference, then, to how we hear today’s reading. If we 

read the commandments of Jesus simply as stand-alone demands, then they become 

rules we either succeed in keeping or we don’t. And being able to keep them may 

turn not just, as we might like to think, on our commitment, our self-discipline, our 

moral character but also on things over which we have less control – our 

temperament, our histories, the way people treat us and the things that happen to 

us. Few of us, I dare say, want to be unreconciled with another person – but 

sometimes we have been hurt so badly, or something so difficult has happened 

between us that we don’t know how to get past it. No one enters a marriage 

intending to be divorced, but sometimes that is where things end up. 

 

Jesus says that those of ancient times were told ‘You shall not murder’ and 

‘whoever murders shall be liable to judgement’, but ‘I say to you that if you are angry 

with a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgement’. So, he continues, if when 

you come to give a gift at the altar and you remember that your brother or sister has 

something against you, then you must leave the gift and first be reconciled to your 

brother or sister – and only then come back and make your offering. 

It’s important to know that when Jesus talks about anger, the word used has 

the sense of ‘being angry’, or ‘bearing anger’, or ‘carrying a grudge’. It is not about 

never getting angry or feeling anger, but it’s about the kind of anger that we carry 
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with us, that we ‘nurse’ – resentment might be a better word. Jesus is talking about 

anger that is prolonged, saying that resentment, bitterness, grudge bearing is like 

murder – because, in a sense, with our resentment we ‘kill another off’, or (as we 

say) we ‘write them off’. The deep logic of the old law against killing is extended not 

simply to the physical life, but to the social and relational life of the other. 

It’s important also to understand the seriousness of Jesus’s call to be 

reconciled. It is not just that he speaks of someone bearing a grudge being liable to 

judgement, but that he says reconciliation with the brother or sister is a condition of 

worship. The rabbinic tradition in Jesus’ time had debated what to do when two 

duties conflict with each other and had decided that a higher duty (for example, to 

God) took precedence over a lower duty (for example, to a creature). In the 

illustration that Jesus gives, the orthodox would have said that in this kind of case 

you should first finish giving your gift to God, and then go to be reconciled to brother 

or sister. Jesus reverses this order – saying that worship of God without 

reconciliation with each other is empty. And this is because, for Jesus, reality is one 

piece, inner life and outer life; love of self, other and God. As Richard Rohr has put it, 

‘how you love anything is how you love everything’. If you think you can love God 

with a whole heart, while nursing resentment against your neighbour, well you are 

simply deluding yourself. 

But the problem then is, how are we to fulfil this commandment? If a betrayal 

or misunderstanding goes deep enough, if a hurt wounds enough, a rejection is 

painful enough, then we all struggle. Whether our hurt comes from being the victim 

of wrongdoing, or from a sense of responsibility for wrongdoing, it is sometimes not 

as simple as leaving Sunday worship and deciding to be reconciled. How do we begin 

to let some of the deep stuff go? How do we begin to be loosed from the painful 

bonds that tie us into particular people, situations, memories, fears? How do we 

begin even to want reconciliation? 
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And here is where it matters that this teaching is placed in the context of the 

Beatitudes. Sometimes the beginning of letting go of anger and enmity is just to 

acknowledge in sorrow that that is where we are. Blessed are those who mourn. 

Sometimes all we can do, and this can be a big step, is to say that we desire to let go 

of our anger. Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness. Sometimes 

all we can do is to stop pretending to ourselves that everything is OK. Blessed are the 

pure in heart. That is the beginning of the work of obeying this teaching of Jesus. It is 

not the end, but if we make a start then the grace of God comes to meet us. Biblical 

law, as we heard in our Deuteronomy reading, is never just about externals, rules of 

behaviour and things to ‘get right’. For God, reality is one piece – and nothing is 

hidden. The true fulfilment of the law is always the transformation of our hearts.  

So in the light of today’s reading, as you come to worship, perhaps you are 

conscious of a relationship in your life which is unreconciled. Perhaps there is anger 

or deep sorrow that you have not been able to let go. Perhaps today is the day that 

God is inviting you to acknowledge that, to embark on a journey of reconciliation 

whose end you may at this moment be unable even to imagine. In a moment of 

silence, I invite you to be present to what is in your heart, in your relationships. I 

invite you to offer your whole self, including anything that is angry and bitter, 

unreconciled and unhealed within you, and to open your heart to the grace and 

mercy we are promised in Christ Jesus …. And hear this … 

Blessed are those whose way is blameless, who walk in the law of the Lord … 

Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted … 

 


