Sermon for Epiphany 7, Year A, February 20, 2011

Matthew 5:38-48

Good Morning.

Our gospel lesson from Matthew this morning brings to mind a story I heard recently.  The person telling the story is an Episcopal priest.  He was at a dinner party a few months after 9-11 and found himself in a conversation with a woman who was very upset about something her parish priest had done.  She angrily told this man at the party that her parish priest had prayed repeatedly in the Sunday services not only for the victims of the 9-11 attacks, but for the terrorists as well.  Her priest was recently ordained and she angrily wondered what his seminary had been teaching him that would lead him to do such a thing on Sunday morning.   She revealed that she was an American Airlines flight attendant.  The man telling the story said he simply listened and said little.  What he wanted to say was that it wasn’t her priest’s seminary that was teaching such foolishness, it was Jesus.  He went on to reflect that Jesus’ words to this woman (taken from our gospel lesson) were not about being perfect in the sense of being guiltless or flawless, but whole and complete.  And he concluded his reflection by saying why is it that loving our enemies and those who persecute us is where we learn to love the dark, desperate, and even terrifying parts of ourselves?
This story illustrates something deeply important about the teachings of Jesus.  When we consider the Sermon on the Mount from which our gospel lesson is drawn, we are tempted to focus on the behaviors that Jesus is calling us to.  But if we reexamine the words of Jesus, we will realize that Jesus spent a lot of time drawing attention to our motivations and our inner impulses that give rise to our actions.  It is not that our actions are unimportant.  Rather, if we are to be complete people (be ye perfect), we have to consider the root causes of our behavior.  
I remember an illustration that was given by the late Morton Kelsey who was a priest of our church and a Jungian oriented psychotherapist.  He drew a picture of an ice berg and proceeded to say that the part of the ice berg that we see above water represents our conscious waking life.  This is the part of us that people see, the part of us that engages life on a daily basis.  But he said there is another part of us that is unseen – the unconscious – that is likened to the great mass of the ice berg that is underwater.  My understanding of ice bergs is that it is the part underwater that is the largest part of the ice berg.  This is the part that Jesus speaks to.  This is the part that influences our behavior.  And until we address this part of us, we will not experience the kind of change that Jesus is calling us to.  
The task of Christian spirituality is to reach this part of us that is underwater.  One of the tools of the Christian spiritual tradition is the practice of silent contemplative prayer.  When a person day by day practices this form of prayer, they surrender to the work of the Holy Spirit.  And the Spirit gradually goes deeper and deeper healing the wounds of a life time.  It has been said that the human body and psyche is a vast storehouse of a life time of experiences.  Everything that happens to us over the course of our lives is stored away in our psyche.  All of our good experiences and all of our trauma and woundedness gets tucked away.  Nothing is lost.  The image that comes to mind is the Tel that one encounters in the Holy Land.  These are large hills or small mountains that archeologists excavate where they find layer upon layer of human civilization.  Over the course of thousands of years, cities and settlements would be abandoned or destroyed, only to be built upon by a later generation.  Archeologists discover layers of human history at these sites.  The act of digging deeper is likened to what the Holy Spirit does with us when we consent to it.  It is the Spirit healing us in profoundly deep ways.  And, again, until we address this deep part of us that needs the healing work of the Spirit, our behavior will not be truly altered in the way that I believe Jesus is speaking.

There is a story told somewhat tongue-in-cheek by Thomas Keating, a Trappist monk and teacher of contemplative prayer that illustrates this.  He said imagine a young man who has a history of going out with his buddies to the local bar where he proceeds to drink his friends repeatedly under the table.  He takes great pride in his ability to do this.  No one can match his capacity for drink.  At some point, he experiences a religious conversion, and he decides that he wants to become a monk in a strict religious order.  He looks around and settles on the Trappist order.  His first Lent at the monastery, he embraces with great enthusiasm the strict disciplines of fasting and minimal diet.  As the forty days of Lent wear on, he becomes aware of more and more of his fellow monks falling by the wayside as they become sick from the lack of food.  And finally, as the great bell of the monastery tolls signifying the end of Lent and the beginning of the Easter Vigil, he looks around the refectory and realizes he is the last one there.  Everyone else has ended up in the infirmary.  And as he glances around, he feels a familiar surge of pride as he realizes that he has outlasted everyone.  For instead of drinking everyone under the table, he has fasted everyone under the table.  And Thomas Keating asks, “what has changed with this young man?  Outside of a new haircut and a change of address, not much!”
The call to pray for our enemies and to love those who persecute us is exceedingly demanding.  Many would consider this to be impossible to do.  Others would argue that retaliation and force are the only ways to respond to those who do us harm.  The flight attendant’s reaction is entirely understandable.  But the words of Jesus, no matter how irrational and naïve they may seem to be, call us to a different response.  And because it is our natural tendency to want to strike back at our enemies, Jesus’ words, I believe, only make sense when we are willing to deal with the root causes of our behaviors and attitudes.  A contemplative practice is one way to let God heal us deeply.  There may be other ways to do it as well.  But until we let the Spirit to address our unconscious motivations, we will never experience change or transformation. 

Jesus does not want to make our lives difficult for us.  What he desires for us is to be whole and complete people…..and people who are at peace with themselves, with others, and with God.  That is a vision to pray for and to seek.      
