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Sermon    Matthew 5:21-37    Brenda Kilpatrick 

 

When I first began attending SPR, I was 

drawn to this parish for many of the reasons 

that drew others. I found it to be a 

welcoming community, I enjoyed the music, 

I loved that the parish reached out to the 

community, and, most of all, I appreciated 

the diversity of this parish. But I have a 

secret. After attending for a while, I noticed 

that this welcoming aspect was applied to 

Eucharist in a way that was unfamiliar to 

me. I remember hearing Fr. Jim say that all 

were welcome to the table, whether baptized 

or not, Episcopalian or not, believer or not. 

As that sunk in, I felt troubled. You see, 

much like the recipients of Jesus’ words in 

todays’ gospel, I had heard that you had to 

be baptized to receive communion. And, I 

thought that I understood radical hospitality 

well, having moved here from a parish that 

also practiced it and, where you had to be a 

baptized believer to share communion. 

 

Now, I look at the passage shared in today’s 

gospel, and I understand our practice of 

radical hospitality in a new light. I think 

Jesus would be pleased in the way that we 

approach this hospitality. Looking at the 

words spoken in this passage of scripture, I 

see a Jesus who turns our understandings 

upside down and inside out. One who 

challenges us to think about old things in 

new ways. He says we have heard that we 

should not murder. But, Jesus pushes us 

further by saying that even having anger in 

our heart subjects us to judgement. He states 

that we have heard that committing adultery 

is wrong. But, Jesus states that even lusting 

after another is wrong. We have heard that 

there is a way in which divorce can be ok in 

God’s eyes. Yet, here too Jesus challenges 

our understanding. 

I do not think that the point of Jesus saying 

these things to us was that we needed more 

stringent rules to obsess over. Instead, he 

contrasts the ways that we have so neatly, 

and conveniently, summed up God’s 

commandments, with a need for a deeper 

comprehension. Who of us does not enjoy 

knowing the very limits of a definition? We 

want to know where our responsibility 

begins and, more importantly, where it ends. 

No doubt we think that knowing this makes 

life easier for us somehow. But Jesus says, 

“Hold on! Not so fast.” He does not let us 

off the hook that easily. Following Jesus’ 

replacement of our understanding of these 

commandments is very difficult to do in a 

literal sense. Do I literally leave the altar 

once I realize that someone has something 

against me? Should I really tear my eye out 

if it is causing me to sin? Let’s be grateful 

that we do not have to do these things. But, 

we do have to give deeper thoughts to those 

things that we take for granted that we 

already understand. 

 

Today, we are at a place as a country where 

we try to solve our problems by 

scapegoating so-called “others;” particularly 

those who are of other economic status, 

other race, other religions, other gender or 

sexuality, and other nationality. Last week 

one of my Latina neighbors explained to me 

that something had to be done about 

immigrants. She described them as being 

criminals who take away jobs (from real 

Americans, I presume). She left me 

speechless as I did not expect this 

perspective from her. And, I also felt 

saddened that she holds such a perspective. 

In the same week, I watched a White male 

talk freely on local television about his 
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dislike of Blacks. Although initially, he 

avoided saying the dreaded “Black” word, 

with coaxing he admitted that Blacks were 

the “they” to whom he kept referring. He 

said he feels free to admit this distaste and 

he has friends who share his feelings. I don’t 

doubt that he does. But that did not prevent 

me from feeling a deep sadness that all 

Blacks are being judged negatively by a man 

who probably never has and never will meet 

them. 

 

I also heard the words of a Latina youth last 

week. Shortly after the election she began 

keeping a diary and parts of it was published 

in the January 18th issue of The Guardian 

US Briefings. On Nov. 9th, speaking of the 

students who were elated with the election 

results, she wrote: “It was so uncomfortable 

at school today…They were surprisingly 

dead silent, all of them. They didn’t look at 

me and I didn’t really look at them. I wonder 

why they were so quiet though, it scares me 

honestly but I don’t know why. She finished 

this entry by stating, “…This is happening 

here, at my school, in my neighborhood. Is 

this really my neighborhood or am I an 

intruder?” In an entry on Nov. 13th, she 

finishes with, “…I noticed that when I’m out 

at the store, I am constantly wondering what 

people are thinking of me. I wonder if they 

voted for… [our president], if they don’t like 

me or if they will say something to us.” I 

wish that I could share more of her thoughts 

with you. She was open about her feelings 

and insightful about her community’s 

sudden shift from being welcomed 

community members, to being considered 

not only unwelcome but, even dangerous 

“other.” 

 

We have many categories into which we 

group people. We think of the categories as 

being useful for accessing quick information 

about any particular group. However, the 

various labels we use can obscure the fact 

that no matter what the label, groups are 

made up of individual persons. As long as 

we group people together and assign 

whatever negative or positive attributes to 

the group, we depersonalize the individual 

members of the group. Our choices have 

consequences, on people. 

 

Today, as much as ever, we must work to 

broaden our understanding of what it means 

to live our Christian faith. The open table is 

a wonderful place to start. So how are we to 

deal with those who fall into the “other” 

categories? We have a wonderful model for 

this in our own open table practice, where 

all are invited. Yvette Flunder, noted guest 

speaker at our recent convention and author 

of Where the edge gathers: building a 

community of radical inclusion first 

describes her own “otherness” and then the 

necessity of our remaining in communion 

with one another: 

  

…I cling to a strong Christology and 

good old gospel music, I speak in 

tongues and have a personal 

relationship with Jesus, while I also 

believe in an educated clergy, a 

woman’s right to choose and full 

rights for same gender loving people 

to marry and raise children. I am a 

Pentecostal traditionalist and a 

reconciling liberation theologian. It’s 

like being a chittlin burrito with 

capers. So many things at one time; 

but I have a place at the feast of God. 

 

…Here is our great statement to the 

world about the great feast of God: 

all people, those 

in town, those from the highways, 

those from the hedges, those who are 

African, Native 

American, Asian, Latin, Irish, 

French, German, Dutch, Italian, 

Polynesian, Arab, Jew, Roma, 
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Russian, Polish, English, Swedish, 

Norse, Turkish, Slavic, Danish, 

straight, gay, 

trans, bi, queer, intersex, rich, poor, 

Republican, Democrat, Independent, 

Green, tall, 

short, thin, fat, Christian, Jew, 

Muslim, Buddhist, Yoruba, young, 

old, disabled – 

all are welcome! What a great feast it 

would be (Flunder, 2005)! 

 

Yes, what an interesting feast it would be! 

That does not make it wrong though. Will 

you allow what you think you heard about 

relating to “other” to be challenged by 

Jesus? Will you let go of what you think you 

know and allow Jesus to lead you on a 

journey towards a deeper comprehension? 

Could you open your heart to a feast where 

all are welcome? Remember, if you choose, 

you can keep the commandments, and to act 

faithfully is a matter of your own choice 

(Sirach 15:15). Amen. 
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