5th Sunday after Epiphany
Sermon 2.6.11

Scripture:
Matthew 5:1-20
My cousins lived in Georgia, three girls all older than my sister and I.  We would visit them from New Hampshire every summer for a week—my whole family in early years and, later on, when Sue and I were a little older, just the two of us.  Daughters of an airline pilot, we were comfortable flying on our own, could catch a connecting flight in New York or Kansas City without a problem.  (Yes, going from Boston to Atlanta might involve a stop in Kansas City.  Flying stand-by makes for strange geography.)  
During the summer when I was ten, Sue and I headed south.  While there, the two of us joined the three of them on a day trip to the amusement park, Six Flags over Georgia.  All were eager to give the new roller coaster a try—all but me, that is.  I would wait by the exit of the ride on the off chance that they’d actually survive.  
They did.

The next summer, Sue and I headed south again and we five girls made the same day-trip.  But when we arrived at the park, we were all disappointed to discover that the roller coaster was closed for service.  I joined in on the “Aw, shucks!” and “Oh, darns!” which prompted the four older girls to point out that I’d had no intention of riding that roller coaster.  “Yes, I did,” I testified.  So, everyone was overjoyed when, later that day, service complete, the roller coaster reopened.  Well, almost everyone.  Once again, I waited by the exit of the ride on the off chance that the other four would survive.
They did.

The gospel of Matthew is sometimes considered the Sermon on the Mount with a story written around it.  The sermon is the gem in the center of the jewel that is Matthew’s narrative.  Moreover, this three-chapter-long preaching event contains some of the most recognizable bits of Scripture.  It has found its way into our lexicon like the writing on the wall and the widow’s mite.  
So, it might surprise us to find that we as the Church hear it infrequently—and then only sampled from.  As you may know, the Church is guided through the Bible by the three-year cycle known as the lectionary.  Each of the three synoptic gospels—Matthew, Mark and Luke—sets the course for a year, Matthew in Year A, Mark in Year B and Luke in Year C.  We’re now in Year A.  We’re now also in the season of Epiphany—Epiphany which means a new understanding and so always features stories of Jesus from early in his ministry.  This was, after all, a time when a new understanding—of Jesus, of God, of Holy Scripture, of the kingdom of heaven—was beginning to dawn.  In sum, Year A, Season Epiphany: we’re primed to hear the Sermon on the Mount.

And yet, we don’t always.  Though three chapters long, though with substance enough to fill several Sunday mornings, the sermon is often passed over all together because the season of Epiphany is sometimes cut short.  Unlike Advent, which is reliably four weeks long, and unlike Lent, which is reliably six weeks long, Epiphany is a season whose length is determined by when Easter falls.  Couched between the fixed date of Christmas and the fluid date of Easter, this season begins on the fixed date that is the 12th day of Christmas (January 6th) and ends on the fluid date of Ash Wednesday, and so spans anywhere from five weeks to nine weeks.  And what fills those Sundays in question is the Sermon on the Mount.  

It’s a terrible oversight.

It’s one we suffered three years ago, when Easter came early, in March, and so Epiphany was but five weeks long.  Coincidentally, we also suffered it the Year A prior, 2002, which was my first full year as a preacher.  Really, for so familiar a passage, for so essential a body of teachings, the Sermon on the Mount has been strangely absent in my preaching life.  And, oh! how I have grieved this fact.  I remember saying as much from this very pulpit three years ago.  “We’ll miss the Sermon on the Mount again!  What a strange choice those who set the lectionary have made in featuring the Sermon during these variable weeks.  So easily dropped!  Shame!  Shame!”
But now here it is—the most famous of sermons waiting to be preached about. 

How’s about I wait by the exit…?

Dodging and weaving aren’t new responses to Jesus’ preaching.  Fifty years ago, Reinhold Niebuhr argued essentially that as individuals we are to strive for the ideal set before is in Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount—recognizing blessing when feeling poor in spirit, trusting that the meek shall inherit the earth (someday), holding out hope for a time when those thirsting for righteousness shall be filled (won’t heaven be great!?), aiming to perform good works so others will give glory to God.  We’re to aim as individuals to so faithful in our hearts.  But, clearly, according to Niebuhr, when “we join together in groups, a more realistic, practical approach is required…”  Preacher William Willimon (whom I haven’t quoted in months now!) paraphrases Niebuhr’s highly regarded book Moral Men and Immoral Society:  “Jesus may have talked about loving our enemies, but we more sophisticated modern people know the impracticality of such love when applied to the complicated social questions of our day.”  Needless to say, Willimon doesn’t hold this book in that high a regard.
But Niebuhr is not without precedent in his flaccid claim.  1500 years earlier, Augustine of Hippo had something similar to say—that Jesus was demanding in his sermon “not a bodily action but an inward disposition.”  These are words by which Augustine began what Willimon describes as a “lengthy attempt to resolve the human dilemma posed by the Sermon by moving its demands from the outward and the practical to the inward and the subjective.”  This, of course, paves the way for Christianity to become a private, pietistic religion—concerned about “saving” individual souls (are you saved? are you? as if salvation might be so partial), hounding people to have a personal relationship with Jesus, but thinking hardly a thought about the Church—the Church as a transforming answer to the problems posed in human society, the Church as a radical alternative to  human societies of all kinds.  
It’s a trend that Willimon won’t let go without a fight.  “Such an assertion [that Christian discipleship is an individual, private enterprise],” he claims, “is not supported by the text of the Sermon on the Mount itself—this which has as its role, not to cultivate some subjective attitude, but rather to form a visible people of God.”  We’re to be, after all, salt—salt that is essential to life and elemental in worship (sanctifying sacrifices and establishing covenants).  And if salt has lost its flavor, no one will use it and something essential, elemental is lost.  We’re to be light—light that is comforting and clarifying, inviting and challenging.  And if light is hidden away, what good does it do?
Imagine a place where a poverty of spirit is met with blessing.  Imagine a place where grieving people aren’t denied but are made central.  Imagine a place where meekness is given access to life-giving power, where those who thirst for righteousness are slaked by truth and witness, where peacemaking isn’t compromised when the going gets rough but resists such temptation in favor of faithful discipleship.  Imagine a place where the outcasts of the world—reviled, gossiped about, persecuted even—are given sanctuary.  “Yes, yes,” Christians have said throughout the centuries, “heaven will be a great place!”  “Why wait?” Willimon asks and, more crucially, Jesus calls.  Why wait, since the Church can be a foretaste of the fulfillment we’re promised?
As for us, I hope it’s not difficult to imagine such a place.  It isn’t for me.  I think on the whole we are such a place, we are such a people.  I can think of specific examples in answer to each of these exhortations of Jesus that have us faithfully living out our discipleship.  What’s more, in each of the examples as I remember them none of us acted alone, nor could we have.  It takes the Church to be the Church.  
Sam Wells, who followed William Willimon as Dean of the Chapel at Duke University, remembered in a sermon a young couple, not church-goers, who had come to him for pastoral care.  They were expecting their first child and they’d received bad news—that the baby wasn’t developing well.  A boy, he would probably survive the pregnancy but not long into life outside the womb—a few days, maybe a few weeks, likely not a few months, if a year then only a painful and expensive one.  But the choice as to what to do was theirs, of course—a freedom offered them that landed them in an agony of isolation.

Mr. Wells, with their permission, tells of having asked them, “What’s the worst thing that could happen?”  The woman said, “That I’ll be left all alone.  That I’ll have my baby, and I’ll love him and he’ll die, and then I’ll be left all alone.”  The man agreed, not recognizing apparently that they already had been largely left alone.  Mr. Wells took a chance in saying something he would not usually say to such a couple in such a position, “What you need is the Church.”

“Oh, yes,” the woman said, not having really heard him.  “My father is religious and he is against abortion.  But my mother, they’re divorced and she’s pro-choice, and she says the decision is ours to make.”   
But that wasn’t what Mr. Wells meant.  This couple didn’t need religious dictation; they needed the Church.  They didn’t religious ideology, either the sort that’s commonly called “Christian” or that is secular-humanist; they needed the Church.  They didn’t need to be told what to do or what not to do, and they certainly didn’t need to be told that they could do whatever they wanted to do—for what they wanted to do was to have a baby who would live and thrive.  What they needed were people to pray with them for wisdom and peace.  What they needed were people to stay with them regardless of what decision they made and how that then played out.  What they needed was a people to hold them—however close or at merciful remove, and for however long their journey to wholeness might take.  What they needed was a people to serve them in living witness that all would be well, whatever that might look like, however long that might take.  What they needed was the Church.  

This is what Mr. Wells told them, but not just them.  In a sermon featured at a festival of homiletics at Union Seminary in New York, he told preachers of the Church who were meant then to go out and tell the Church itself—that these people needed us, needed us to be courageous and faithful, to be loving and hopeful.  We preachers are to warn you all—that such people come to us when we don’t know it and listen to us with needful hearts and watch us to see whether we’re true.  We’re to challenge you all, to challenge us all—that our discipleship will be called upon when we least expect it and will need to be rehearsed and at the ready.  Together we’re always to remember that everywhere there are people who need the Church, whether they know it or not.  Everywhere there are people who need us to be what we profess to be, modeled after the one whom we call Lord, disciplined in his Way of grace and peace.  Really, there might even be a few such people among us today who need us to be not a klatch, casual and conversational, and not a club with arbitrary rules for membership and not a clique with a set of creeds that we’ve all accepted as true exactly as written, but the Church—loving, living, light-giving.  We need the Church.
Well, if we find this all a bit daunting, then that’s a good sign—it means we’re really hearing now.  It means also that we approach the Lord’s Table fully knowing our need for nourishment, fully recognizing our need to be ourselves transformed.  It also means, as we head for the exit, we’re not avoiding a call too high for us but prepared now to live it out.
Thanks be to God.
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