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13 “You are the salt of the earth. But if salt loses its saltiness, how will it become salty again? It’s good for nothing except to be thrown away and trampled under people’s feet. 14 You are the light of the world. A city on top of a hill can’t be hidden. 15 Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a basket. Instead, they put it on top of a lamp stand, and it shines on all who are in the house. 16 In the same way, let your light shine before people, so they can see the good things you do and praise your Father who is in heaven.

17 “Don’t even begin to think that I have come to do away with the Law and the Prophets. I haven’t come to do away with them but to fulfill them. 18 I say to you very seriously that as long as heaven and earth exist, neither the smallest letter nor even the smallest stroke of a pen will be erased from the Law until everything there becomes a reality. 19 Therefore, whoever ignores one of the least of these commands and teach[image: image1.jpg]


es others to do the same will be called the lowest in the kingdom of heaven. But whoever keeps these commands and teaches people to keep them will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. 20 I say to you that unless your righteousness is greater than the righteousness of the legal experts and the Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.

One of the things that attracted me to the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) was that I was allowed to ask questions. I didn’t have to believe or even agree with everything I heard from the pulpit.  I could study scripture alongside history and even sociology for a better understanding of what was being said and taught.  I could state out loud all those doubts that got me in so much trouble as a teen.  Awesome.  Pastor Betsy Steier of Treasure Coast CC told me that the word “disciple” meant both follower and learner and it was the “learner” definition that made using the word Disciple in our formal name so important to Alexander Campbell. Disciples are to “approach the Scriptures with a reverent intelligence” “The Disciples mind is biblical  … reasonable; it thinks the BIble through with common sense.  It is empirical, it reads the Bible in ligh of the knowledge that comes through the sciences.  It is pragmatic: it tests in action the teachings of scripture and all religious notions.”  (Ronald E. Osborne,  The Faith we Affirm:  Basic Beliefs of Disciples of Christ. Bethany Press, 1979.  pg 13-14), using both heart and head to inform our understanding.  There is a reason that from our very beginnings Disciples have founded colleges and universities (currently 17) and seminaries and theological institutions (currently 8).  Education is critical to the understanding of Scripture.  
That is not to say that we can read a passage and randomly decide it should mean something totally other than what is there.  But it does mean that we should read a passage in context, within the body of the book in which it is located and within the entire body of writings that make up Scripture along with the historical and cultural context in which that particular passage is located.  

It is sad that so many right now seem to think that there is some sort of conflict between religion and science.  It’s happened before.   In 1533 Copernicus proved through observation and mathematics that the earth orbits the sun, not the other way around.  The theory of heliocentricity was quickly accepted and celebrated by scholars everywhere and Copernicus was asked by Pope Clement VII to please be sure his findings were taughtas widely as possible.  100 years later in 1633 Galileo was found guilty of heresy by Pope Urban VIII’s Roman Inquisition because he taught what Copernicus had discovered and what the church had previously approved.  The Inquisitors said this was blasphemy, that the Bible clearly states that God hung the sun and moon and stars in the skies above the earth, making the earth the center of the universe.  To avoid a death sentence Galileo recanted and was placed under house arrest for the rest of his life. Science had fallen out of fashion.   

Today we don’t really understand what the problem was.  It is clear to us that the earth does, in fact, revolve around the sun.   We wonder why the church didn’t believe the scientists - or rather, why they changed their mind about believing the science.  I mean , yes,  there are still some folks who believe the earth is flat and that the moon landing was faked in a Hollywood studio, but most reasonable people accept the physical evidence.

It’s the same with evolution.  The scientific world has long accepted the accuracy and truth of this theory as have most religious leaders.  However, there are still those who insist that the world was created in exactly six 24-hour days about 6,000 years ago because that is how they read the Bible.  (Apparently God planted the fossils and dinosaur bones just to mess with us?)  For some reason they believe that there is a conflict between science and religion.  

Science has never been my favorite thing.  Ever.  In 9th grade I accidentally let a sprung slinky get loose in my physics teacher’s face.  Later that same year I stumbled  into a table and broke a ripple tank.  From that moment on I was the designated notetaker for my group- no more hands on experimentation for Maria.  Chemistry was boring with long lists of things to memorize.   Biology was yucky - especially the frog parts, which I was allowed to do.  I guess they figured I couldn’t do any real damage dissecting a frog. . .

When I got to Chapman University I was somewhat less than delighted to learn I was required to take two science courses.  I actually enjoyed one of them, Environmental Science.  It involved more research and writing than math and memorization.  That class opened my eyes to a whole new way of looking at the world, a better understanding of how we live in a global community.  Among other things I learned how environmental and economic justice are very often interrelated.   It was the perfect science class for a religion major  minoring in sociology.  :)

The other required science class was Biology 101.  I don’t remember if there were frogs involved, but I do know that I took it pass/no pass, barely squeaked through and promptly forgot pretty much everything I learned.  Except for this one thing . . . this one lecture that wasn’t even on the syllabus.  Our professor was known to be a faithful and devout Christian.  A classmate challenged him one day, asking how he could possibly be a Christian AND a scientist.  Didn’t he believe in the Bible?  The professor said, “Yes, I believe in the Bible.  And there’s no conflict. It’s not an either/or proposition.  It’s both/and.  For example - physicists have been studying the origins - creation - of the universe for a very long time.  They have pretty much figured out exactly what happened and in what order from the time of the Big Bang until now.  The thing is, though, they only know what happened back to a segment of time right before the Bang so small that it’s practically unmeasurable.  It is not unreasonable to believe that during that minuscule point in time God said “Let there be light” and BANG!  Likewise, if you look at the story of creation in Genesis you will note that the order in which creation happened is very similar to the order listed in the theory of evolution.  Further, we have no idea what a “day” is in God’s eyes.  We know that Jesus said God’s time is very different from our time.  Who’s to say that a day for God - who you will remember is eternal, having no beginning and no end - who’s to say that for such a being a day isn’t the equivalent of a million years or six million years or a billion years in our time?  God has given us brains, which I believe we are intended to use.  God as given us the gift of curiosity, which we are also intended to use.  Our brains and curiosity have led to great discoveries in medicine and science.  How could anyone possibly believe that using these God given gifts is somehow anti-God?  For me, the ability to question what I think I know and to use those questions to learn new things in no way compromises my faith. Rather, it strengthens my faith.  My study of how God’s creation works does not conflict with my belief that it is, in fact, God’s creation.”  He then returned to the officially scheduled lecture on the reproductive process of slime molds or something equally  memorable.  

Throughout his ministry Jesus will preach truth that seems to contradict the Law of Moses.  Of course you should heal people on the Sabbath.  Of course you can pick some grain in a field you are walking through if you are hungry even though it is the Sabbath.  Of course you should come to the aid of an injured person even if it means you can’t make a sacrifice at the Temple that day.  Caring for the injured, the sick and the hungry will always be more pleasing to God than blind obedience to regulations!  The Pharisees and scribes, the lawyers, will do their very best to catch him in some statement that is overtly blasphemous. They won’t succeed - they will have to resort to  finding witnesses willing to perjure themselves in order to convict him when the time comes.  But they will come back time and again, claiming he is preaching against the Law and misusing the words of the prophets.   

Jesus works hard to make it very clear that there is no either/or involved in obedience to the Law.  Rather, it’s a matter of both/and. Just as we can believe that God created the universe and that the Big Bang happened and that evolution is a fact all at the same time . . . so too can we follow God’s law with compassion and mercy. The Law wasn’t given so that individuals could have a guide to living.  The Law was given to the entire community so that everyone knew how to treat each other.  The powerful knew their responsibilities and the powerless knew their rights.  The Law stating that the landowner had to leave part of the harvest in the fields so that the poor could come and glean enough to feed their families exemplifies the importance of a community dedicated to caring for each other.  

Jesus says, “Don’t even begin to think that I have come to do away with the Law and the Prophets. I haven’t come to do away with them but to fulfill them. 8 I say to you very seriously that as long as heaven and earth exist, neither the smallest letter nor even the smallest stroke of a pen will be erased from the Law until everything there becomes a reality.”  Part of the “everything” in the Law - the largest part of the “everything” in the Law, is the requirement to care for the poor, the widows, orphans and strangers in the land, those who have no one to look after them or to stand up for them when they are being mistreated . . . even and especially if that mistreatment comes at the hands of the rich and powerful, the leaders of the land.  The Law was designed to help people live together in community, not to separate people according to how well they obey every detail.  The Law was never meant to be an either/or proposition.  It was never intended to make outcasts of anyone, but to bring the people of Israel, the people of Moses, together - leaders and followers and slaves, men and women, people with families and people alone, members of the family and people from outside the community - all living and working together for the good of all.  

And let me point out here that huge sections of the Law became obsolete when the Temple was destroyed in the year 70 ce.  All those parts of the Law regarding sacrifice and presentation at the Temple and the roles of the priests and the upkeep of the Holy of the Holies were wiped away by that act, for never again will there be a Temple in Jerusalem.  No more animal sacrifice, no more incense offerings . . . The Jewish understanding of how to worship the Lord had to be re-thought and re-designed because those specific parts of the Law no longer applied to reality.   Even today a rabbinic court gathers regularly to look at the Law, revise and update it in accordance with today’s world.  

In the verses just before this passage Jesus says happy are those who grieve.  Happy are the merciful and the peacemakers.  Happy are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness.  Not those who think they are better than others because of their wealth or social position or lust for power.  But the hopeless, the humble, the pure of heart.  Happy are people whose lives are harassed because they are righteous.  Not those whose obsessive concern with keeping the letter of the Law keeps them from caring for the injured man on the side of the road, healing the sick even on a Sabbath day, sitting down to share a meal even with someone of a different class, like a shepherd . . . someone who lives outside and doesn’t smell so great.  Or with a sinner - a prostitute or tax collector or gangbanger or some other social leper.   The righteous are those who don’t care who you are, only that you are a child of God.  

The Law begins with these words, “Hear, Oh Israel! The Lord is out God! Only the Lord! Love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your being, and all your strength.” And Jesus reminded us that the second part of the Law is “love your neighbor as yourself.”  

The Good News is that the Law is designed to keep humanity together, caring for each other and for all of God’s creation as God intended from the very beginning, for all of creation is interrelated and inextricably interwoven.   The Good News is that because the Law is based in love for God and compassion for the other, the Law is flexible, for the way we demonstrate that love in a changing world is always changing, always being newly created, evolving for new situations.   Let us ask God to create us anew, as often as necessary, so that we always may care for each other with love, compassion and mercy, as God’s law intends.

Hymn  Creator God, Creating Still
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Creator God, creating still,

by will and word and deed,

create a new humanity

to meet the present need.

Redeemer God, redeeming still,

with overflowing grace,

pour out your love on us, through us,

make this a holy place.

Sustainer God, sustaining still,

with strength for every day,

empower us to do your will.

Correct us when we stray.

Great Trinity, for this new day

we need your presence still.

Create, redeem, sustain us now

to do your work and will.
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