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The only law man I have ever known well  
    was chief investigator for the Attorney General of Alabama.  
I knew him when I was working as a writer and editor in Mobile. 
 He had been the sheriff up in Huntsville,  
        and his name was Bob Eddy, 
          a near perfect Southern name, 
    especially for a man who made an art of coming across  
          as completely harmless. 
He had a soft, round Southern face, perfectly ordinary, 
   and when I first met him, a pot belly to match. 
      He was neither tall nor short, and he always dressed 
   in a professional but utterly nondescript way. 
       You would never, ever notice Bob Eddy in a crowd. 
I interviewed him over a period of time 
 and so I heard him talk to all kinds of people, 
     police officers, investigators, politicians, judges, waitresses, family and friends.  
        Whenever I had coffee or lunch with him  
        he seemed to know by just about everyone  
             and he greeted them all in a casual, down home country way. 
                     He could talk to anybody, about anything for hours and  
       hours. 
But I soon learned that just about everything about Bob was also a contradiction. 
   His harmless, easy-to-talk-to side was very calculated. 
      He had learned how to be whoever he needed to be 
          in order to get witnesses or informers or criminals to talk to him, 
              and they did because they thought he was their best friend. 
There was one other thing about Bob that  
    was an utter contradiction  
         to the way he presented himself to the world.  
             He was one of the most searingly intelligent people I have ever known. 
Bob had a high confession rate, because, after a while 
      the people he had been chatting with  
           for hours in small basement rooms 
               figured out that Bob already knew everything they had to say, 
                   and they were usually right. 
Bob was a contradiction. 
 
I once saw a piece of graffiti on a New York subway wall that said 
     "Life is full of contradictions." 
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         Underneath it someone had written in a different hand 
             "No, it's not." 
 
The four sayings of Jesus that we have read this morning in Matthew's gospel 
    sound like contradictions. 
        They are referred to by biblical scholars as the "antitheses" in     
   Jesus' Sermon on the Mount. 
       They start out with Jesus saying some form of  
           "You have heard it said..." 
                and then move to "But I say.." 
     as if he was going to contradict what had been said before. 
The first time I ever dealt with these texts  
 I was surprised that the Lectionary scooped up four of these 
      at once. There are actually six antitheses total.         
   And here were four of them all to be read on one Sunday.  
            Each one could easily be the basis of a complete sermon 
         on murder, adultery, divorce, or swearing. 
But there is always a method to the Lectionary's committee decision. 
    Reading these admonitions together in a group  
         raises different questions than we might come to 
             if we read them individually. 
It is a little like the difference between 
    looking at an individual flower, 
        or looking at a whole garden. 
We are not being asked this morning to delve into the moral issues raised 
      by of each of the antitheses.  
           We are being asked to consider something else. 
     
Did anyone other than me get a sinking feeling 
    as you heard the gospel text read this morning? 
Or as you heard the ten commandments 
    used as our call to confession? 
It is hard for us to come to Matthew's gospel this morning 
    with the same ears as the first hearers of the Sermon on the Mount. 
For us North Americans, law is important  
    but it is something we tend not think much about 
       unless we happen to run into it  
   in ways that put stress on our lives: 
            such as getting a ticket, or needing a permit,  
     meeting a business regulation, 
                or if we commit a crime,  
                     or find one of our friends or family members  
              has been indicted, convicted, or victimized. 
Most of the context for law in our lives as we live it each day 
    is negative rather than positive,  
       because the positive goes without notice. 
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In the current business culture,  
   the law is often seen as an outright antagonist. 
      The anti-government feeling in our nation  
   has reached an extraordinary peak. 
That makes it impossible for us in any gut way 
    to hear what Jesus listener's were hearing when he spoke of the law. 
I watched the documentary Gleason this weekend 
 in which former football player for the New Orleans Saints, Steve Gleason, 
  documents his struggle with Lou Gehrig's disease, ALS. 
   It's an astounding film I recommend highly, 
    just don't watch with your kids. 
Facing death, Steve Gleason works hard to record on video 
 the positive and loving spirituality that fuels his fight  
  to live long enough for his infant son to remember him. 
He and his wife found out they were expecting a baby        
 six weeks after he was diagnosed with ALS.   
  He wants his son Rivers to embrace a life of love 
   "Not," he says at one point, looking straight into the camera     
    talking to his son in the future, 
     "all that negative stuff you find in the bible." 
Apparently Gleason's point of reference for Christianity 
 is his father's narrow fundamentalism, 
  the kind of Christianity that reduces God's limitless grace 
   and reduces it down to an if/then proposition. 
 
Jesus' fellow Jews would have been baffled to hear  
 their laws described in negative terms. 
For Israel, the law that regulated almost everything about their daily life, 613 laws, 
    was not a barrier or burden, but a welcome boundary,  
  that was thought of as a gift. 
You get that sense from this morning's psalm: 
  "Happy are those who walk in the law of the Lord;" 
    Not because they are free from the trouble one gets into 
       if laws are broken, but because the law itself  
          provides a framework for a happy life, guiding relationships  
              between family, neighbors and strangers. 
  The law was, and is, a boundary within which we can  
       lead lives of freedom, and be grateful. 
                   
In Moses' speech on the boundary of the land from Deuteronomy, 
   which Kendra read this morning, 
      the people are being told 
         that the temptations of life in the promised land may draw them 
             away from the goodness of God's sustaining law 
                  and into the death that comes  
      from living without boundaries. 
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Turning away from the law is, therefore,  
      a life and death decision.   
 
And we know this is true. 
    This is not some ancient notion that has nothing to do with life today. 
         We are living in a time of broken and decaying boundaries, 
             and we know that it results in stress-filled lives. 
People who would once have never dreamed  
 of screaming at each other in check out lines,  
  or on the highway, or at work 
           now often treat each other as antagonists, 
               who don't even deserve even the smallest amount  
                    of common courtesy or respect. 
Many things that are common today used to be unthinkable:       
  Do you remember when a corporation would never dare 
       fire older employees a few months before retirement 
   or raid employee pension funds  
            because they would have been faced loss of business  
     as a result of the stigma? Not anymore.   
Brian Alexander tells the story of the decline of Lancaster, Ohio. 
 In his book Glass House. 
  It is about Anchor Hocking, which was once the world's largest glassmaker, 
   with 5,000 employees there in the town of Lancaster, Ohio. 
    Lancaster today is a shadow of its former self       
     besieged by unemployment and drug abuse. 
There are multiple reasons for the decline, let’s not be too simple, 
 but the downturn began when a corporate raider  
  bought 5 percent of Anchor Hocking stock,          
   then threw tantrums, after tantrum, after tantrum about the returns.  
    His sole purpose was to force the company to buy him out    
     at a big fat profit for him. 
 And they did. But Anchor Hocking was weakened, then acquired 
  by an out of state owner, who replaced local executives 
   with out of town folks who had no ties to the community. 
The summary is too pat, but the turning point event is still real. 
 Social boundaries that once despised  
  people who functioned solely as profiteers are gone. 
   Profiteers are in big these days, 
    as people in broken towns like Lancaster can tell you. 
      
Boundaries that have helped us find our edges as individual people 
    and societal boundaries that have shaped our lives for decades  
        are deteriorating rapidly all around us. 
 
Jesus antitheses do at first reading  
   sound like a call to new, higher 
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        and even more difficult code of behavior  
            that we are supposed to try and reach in our exhausted lives. 
And if we hear it that way, you will be defeated. 
But, in fact, as far as the law itself is concerned 
     there is nothing new in Jesus' words. 
         Nothing new for us, and nothing new for Jesus own time either. 
 
His words are not contradictions of Jewish law 
   but a push beyond law to things we already know 
      in our hearts: 
 
Don't be ruled by anger 
   it is destructive to you and to others—being ruled by anger is a kind of dying. 
       You already knew that. 
Don't treat each other like objects:  
    That's not what women are; 
        that's not what men are either. 
It is so wrong to treat another person like an object 
   that Jesus uses grotesquely violent images-- 
      cutting off a hand, cutting out an eye--to force us to stop and see it. 
He’s not being literal; he’s being graphic on purpose         
 to make us stop and see that you can’t treat other people as objects     
  without it turning out horribly for them and for you. 
 
People are to be cherished and honored in themselves. 
     You already knew that. 
Don't end a marriage unless it is deeply damaged,   
 often beause one spouse or the other uses people as objects. 
Marriage is a covenant that matters, 
    and can give life to the self, and the spouse and the next generation. 
       You already knew that. 
Don't swear by God's name. 
   If your own word isn't any good, God's name is not going to strengthen it.   
        Just say what you mean when you mean it.   
   You already knew that. 
     
None of these ideas are new. 
 What is new when we look at the whole garden          
  instead of the flower.     
   What is new is the incredible love for us in these words: 
      The incredible love of God for all human beings, 
          and God's desire--no, God's insistence-- 
              that we treat each other with the same unreasoning,  
     beyond-law, beyond-the-limit kind of love. 
Costly love, love that goes beyond what is easy,  
 beyond what is accepted, beyond what we have experienced  
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  much of our lives.  
Costly love, like God's love for each of us, 
 is what Jesus is describing, 
 
I think of a small but true story of a young man I know 
 who was in a popular group in college. 
  He was invited in his junior year 
   to live with nine other guys in rented house. 
At the end of the year they were making arrangements for the next fall 
 when a couple of people in the group decided one guy wasn't cool 
  and wouldn't be included. Let's call him Mark. 
No one said a word to Mark about it, 
 they just started recruiting other people to fill up the house.        
 Take the place of the seniors.              
  And they were just going to wait until there was no room left.     
    And say, sorry, no room left.   
But the young man I know refused to go along. 
 To the surprise of the others he dropped out of the house 
  and he invited Mark to find an apartment with him and another guy 
   rather than see Mark treated so badly. 
 It wasn't that he and Mark were friends, they weren’t even friends,     
  but the young man explained;  
   It was just that what the other guys were doing  
    was so wrong. 
 
I want to say to voices outside this sanctuary 
    who might accuse me of dumbing this text of Jesus down and making it too easy. 
       Voices who want to take these words,           
   and do what Steve Gleason’s father did, and turn them into  
             Strict, strangling forms of interpretation: 
                 "Never divorce. Don't take oaths in a courtroom..." 
I want to say to them "Who says costly love is easy?" 
   Costly love is "not easy" it can't often be done at all sometimes 
      --certainly not by laying down some kind of new law. 
You can't make a law out of costly love, 
        you can only try to do it every day 
            and you are going mess up, and then you try again       
    and you’ll try to do it better next time. 
And, every now and then, with God's help, 
     you may do it so well that you’ll feel the sky open up above your head  
           and light will pour down on you, 
                because you know what you've always known,  
                    in your deepest heart: 
                         you’ll know that you are choosing life instead of death.   
       AMEN. 
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________________ 
I am indebted to Douglas R.A. Hare's commentary, Matthew, in the Interpretation series 
for several insights. I remember my friendship with Bob Eddy with thanksgiving to God. 
My paraphrase of Steve Gleason's words about the Bible is from my memory only. The 
film Gleason was released in 2016 and can be streamed on Amazon. 


