Law and Love: The Beatitudes

A Lenten study at St. Andrew’s Shared Ministry, Lent 2010 

The Rev. Dr. Jerome B. Wichelns

Intro: How to reconcile Justice (law) and Mercy (love)?  The Scriptural tension between these two is a major theme in the Bible, especially in Jesus’ teaching.  How can we reconcile the necessity of adherence to lawful standards and, at the same time, be an agent of God’s mercy and love? 

· Story of the policeman, Javert, and his struggle in Les Miserables, which he could not reconcile;
· Story of two boys—childhood friends—one becomes a judge, the other a criminal;
      convicts, and then pays the fine;
· Psalm 85: “ …Surely his salvation is at hand for those who fear him, that his glory may dwell in our land. Steadfast love and faithfulness (to law) will meet; righteousness and peace will kiss each other.”
We realize, with Aquinas, that “only in God are all contradictions reconciled.”  

We begin a three session study of the eight Beatitudes from Matthew 5:3-12  


So, a little prep for this.

For Christians, next to the 10 Commandments and the Lord’s Prayer, the Beatitudes stand as the premier expression of Jesus’ values, and his primary method of teaching.

First: Define “Beatitudes”—(Blessings)


Beatitudes comes from the Latin “Beatus”)

· Not an expression of a blessing conferred upon us after—like a reward when we’ve done something right…  It is the opposite of this
· Jesus uses this teaching to tell us we do something right because we are blessed, (ie. because of closeness to God (at-one-ment),
· “Beatitude” means an existing state of happiness (blessing), an approving recognition of our closeness to God, and, because of that closeness, we feel happiness, joy—toward self and toward others. 
In short: we are not blessed because we do good works; we do good works because we are blessed !—

Blessedness not an external reward, but an internal state of being with God, which impels us toward holy living—and this blessing glows from the power of the Gospel Word implanted in us. 

What’s more, this blessing is a proclamation of the “hereness” of the Kingdom of God…The Kingdom is .not remote; it is with us now. (Emmanuel)

In a minute, we will see Jesus teaches these beatitudes to those who would be “the salt”  of the

earth, the light of the world.   (the disciples)

Why do Beatitudes take such an important place in Christ’s teachings?

· To understand and to follow them makes possible a wholly new existence -- transformative (even for slave), liberating spirit.

· They are addressed to the disciples and, through them, to the Church; they define what is meant by the Christian life.  

So let’s look first at “Law.”

Exodus 20 (repeated in Deuteronomy 6:5): 

10 Commandments (Exodus 20) begin: “I am the Lord your God.”

1. You shall have no other gods before me

2. …not make idol

3. …not take name in vain

4. …Remember Sabbath

5. …Honor father /mother

6. …not murder

7. …not commit adultery

8. …not steal

9. …not bear false witness

10. …not covet

These ten are followed by -- 

· laws re altar

· re slaves

· re violence

· re property

· re restitution

· social/religious law; justice for all (even the king not above God’s law) --

for a total of somewhere around 613 laws in all (some authorities disagree as (to number, but not about context) Some of these are still with us, 

e.g., dietary laws kosher), etc.

Moral holiness

Leviticus 19:18—You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against any of your people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself. I am the Lord

Deuteronomy 6:5 You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might

These two OT sources are the foundation from which Jesus teaches his Summary of the Law   (See e.g.,  Matt. 22:37-40)

So , all of Jesus’ ministry of moral holiness is grounded in the OT laws of Moses.

Nevertheless, when compare Moses & Jesus——we perceive in Jesus a new Lawgiver 

The ethic of this new lawgiver—Jesus talks with divine power and authority—

1. not to dispense with the law, but asks deeper observance that penetrates to the reason why its demands were formulated (by Moses);

2. Jesus dares to modify or correct what God said through Moses—makes the Law more penetrating (ie., not just killing, but anger; not just adultery, but lust.  In short, he condemns as well the undisciplined thought that precedes the violent act) 

3. He even forbids altogether what the law allows (eg., no divorce, no oath-taking, and turns from the Law to its opposite (not retaliation (Deut. 19:21) but generosity to offenders; not hating enemies (Deut 7:2) but loving them.

In other words, Jesus speaks more confidently than any 1st Century Rabbi, and in process  implies that he is more authoritative than Moses, and seems to legislate with all the assurance of the God of Sinai.

Nevertheless,   Remembering John 3:16

Because God loved us so much, he gave us his only begotten son, so that in the end, all who believe in him shall not die, but have eternal life

We realize Jesus was sent;  his mission, to “fulfill the law” with the wisdom of “love”

Jesus says in Mt 5:17


Do not thank that I have come to abolish the law; I have come to fulfill it..

            That is, to look beyond the letter to the spirit of law, to explore reason why God spoke

            through Moses and gave the Law to his Chosen People. 
 Remember Jesus’ great command to the disciples on Maundy Thursday—(John 15:12) 

            This is my command; that you love one another as I have loved you. 

So, remembering the “Law,”and keeping it always in mind,  let’s turn to “Love” as the lens to

better see what God’s intention is for us in the giving of the Law. 

Turn to Mt. 5: 1-11 --  The Beatitudes:    

 (People take turns reading out loud complete;  clarify any questions re language) – 

1. Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

2.           “       those who mourn, for they will be comforted.

3.           “       the meek, for they will inherit the earth.

4.           “       those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.

5.           “       the merciful, for they will receive mercy.

6.           “       the pure in heart, for they will see God.

7.           “       the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.

8.           “       those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the K of H.

*****

Do you recognize what a radical thing these teachings are….?   

how they depart totally from -- reverse -- the way the world defines and acquires power and goes about its ordinary daily business?

So, here’s the question? 

If Jesus teaches and models the Law as informed and governed by Love,

Why?
  

                1.  Why does he do it?


    2.  Why do we still pay attention ????

To come to some understanding of “why,”  we will look at several of the great NT parables --  what they reveal about the Beatitudes and how they help us discern God’s purpose. 

But, we’ll save that for next time!   

(Remember:  Next time is  Thursday, March 11, here at St. Andrews, from 5-7) 

Thanks!

Law and Love:  the Beatitudes
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Hello and Prayer

Quick reminder of Session One highlights


* Our purpose?  Examine Jesus’ reconciliation of the tension between


   Law and Love, between what we call “Righteousness” and “Mercy”

            * The Beatitudes (defined as “Blessings”) are grounded in the Ten

               Commandments because they reveal something important about our 

 
   relationships with God and neighbor. (Jesus’ Summary of Law Mt 22:37-40)


* We are “blessed” not as a reward for doing good works;  

   we do good works because we are blessed! 

* Jesus’ mission:  not to abolish the Law, but to “fulfill it”  i.e, to look

   beyond the letter of the law to the spirit of the law -- its intent. 

   In short, to “fulfill” the Law with the wisdom of love.

* In process, Jesus is addressing the great Biblical contradictions: the reconciliation of 

  “ righteousness” and “mercy”.   (Ps 85)

Tonight, we will be looking at several parables as illustrations of Jesus’ teachings 

Straight off, it’s important to remember to whom these parables were addressed:  “the salt and light of the earth”  (Mt. 5:13-16)   

            Who is the “salt and the light” ??  (Hint:  See Mt 5:1-2)  (wait for answer)

So, the “audience” for these teachings was the disciples themselves.

Why are they “salt” why “light” ?  What does salt do?  So what is “the salt of the earth”? Does it help to know that the word “salary” comes from “salt”?   

Is it fair to say that the disciples were the first Church?   

And that Jesus is teaching the “church” how to fulfill the Law – to love God and neighbor.  

In short, he is teaching the Church how to do its mission: to take the Word of God out into the world.     

Are we disciples??   If so, should we also be “salt and light” ??

Turn to the Parable of the Sower  (Mt 13:1-9)    (Choose reader)

(As the reader is reading, listen for an answer to this question:     What attitude must the disciples cultivate in themselves to achieve their mission?)

The Sower:  One of the very few parables that Jesus actually explains. Yet, so often we stop thinking when we are handed the obvious.

Go deeper in this parable.

The listener (the disciples, and us) becomes aware – despite the inevitable loss of some seed to infertile ground – that the Sower knows something very important.

Nobody wastes seed intentionally; so something else is going on. 

I suggest that the Sower finds it so abundantly worthwhile to sow seed year after year like this – sowing fully to and beyond the edges of known fertile boundaries, if you will --  because he knows that the harvest far outweighs the loss.  And besides, something just may take root in unexpected places!   This combination – certainty of abundance, and the possibilities inherent in risk-taking, I think, are clues to understanding this parable, and its message to the disciples.

Is “seed” the “Word” of God?   

Look at how the parable ends.  Despite the risk of losing seed, the parable ends on a note of superabundance!

This is a parable of persistence!   Despite the word falling on deaf ears, the persistence of the Sower (God, through the disciples themselves!)  is justified by the certainty of the harvest.

Many parables address this kind of persistence, diligence  (e.g., Lost Coin, Lost Sheep)

In the Sower, the real emphasis is upon continued sowing, not on the reward of a good harvest, wonderful that it is. 

In the Lost Coin/Sheep parables, the emphasis is on continued searching, not the finding -- again, even though the finding itself is wonderful.     

But the key to each of these parables is persistence.    Keep at it; keep on trucking, as they say, despite the potholes in the road and the length of the trip.

This Sower parable, and others with similar themes of persistence, indirectly address the barren times in Hebrew history when God’s prophets faced rejection and persecution, even death.  Yet they kept at it, driven by the necessity to continue, required by the will and purpose of God.

By association,, Jesus is also directly warning the disciples that they will face the same kinds of ordeals as the prophets of old – deaf ears;  barren, infertile soil --  but they are to persist, to continue anyway, assured of the superabundance of the inevitable harvest.

So the message of the Parable of the Sower?  Consider the eighth Beatitude:  

 “Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the K of H.”






*****

Turn to Matt. 13: 44-50      Three quick, little parables here:  Treasure in the Field, Pearl of Great price, the Dragnet.   (Remember, he is still addressing the disciples.)

a)  Treasure in the Field and the Pearl deal with commitment. 

Once the value of the find is recognized, complete surrender to purpose occurs, and the finder risks everything he has (something which does not occur in another story, the Rich Young Man – who, when looking for salvation, turns away because he will not risk his possessions). 

Important Note about Beatitude here:  Note that “Joy” at discovery is God’s Blessing,
and that it precedes any human commitment or risk-taking action.  Like the Sower’s

awareness of the superabundant harvest, this is God’s initiative, not ours.   How we react to that Blessing determines the outcome   

Does it still puzzle you that Jesus repeatedly says: (e.g., Mt 16:25)   “For those who want to save their live will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it.”    

b)  The little parable of the Dragnet is slightly different.   It represents the wideness,  the 

all-inclusiveness of God’s love (and Jesus’ mission).  The Dragnet is similar to the Sower, but even more so to the Parable of the Wheat and the Tares.

I want to look more closely at this wide-spreading, all-inclusive enclosure of the dragnet. 

(Jerry:  Talk briefly about experience of seine fishing for salmon in Alaska, where the nets were clearly set for a particular fish  (e.g., placement and depth of net, anticipation of salmon behavior -- circling, closing the purse-seine like a big cup, etc. ) 

BUT  Note:  the net in our parable is set without discrimination    The fishermen of Jesus’ day knew exactly how to cast their nets to gather in specific fish, just as the salmon fishermen I worked with knew.

So, why the all-inclusive net?  Seems counter productive.  Most successful fishermen try to select their catch. (Might as well ask, why sow seed seemingly indiscriminantly?)

Is it that the Kingdom of God embraces all humanity? ----  

and that Jesus justifies his appeal to all of us, whoever we are, wherever we are found? ----

as opposed to his opponents, (Remember the story of the Pharisee in the temple) who condemn in advance certain men, and make no effort to include them within the scope of God’s purpose.  

The “universal appeal” to all humanity was what Jesus meant when he promised to make his disciples “fishers of men.”  He holds them (and us) to the same standard! 

Jesus’ basic policy to the disciples?  Don’t be discriminatory! Cast your net as broadly as you can;  let God do the sorting out later!  

(Same as Wheat and Tares, by the way  Note Mt 13:24-30, esp v. 30.  Instructing his workmen, the owner says   “Let both of them grow together until the harvest; and at harvest time I will tell the reapers…”           

These are Jesus’ instructions to his disciples.  The principal Beatitude being invoked in the Parable of the Dragnet and others like it?   I suggest it is the fifth:  “Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.”

Mention briefly that Jesus always looked at both sides of the coin, positive and negative. 

One parable of contrast to these of persistence and “wideness,” of course, is the Parable of the Unforgiving Servant (Mt 18:23-35)   Remember v.33?  “Should you not have had mercy on your fellow slave as I had mercy on you?                                                             

 *****
The Parable of Two Sons, found in (Mt 21:38-32)  also in  Lk 15:11-32 (the Prodigal)

Both deal with the distinction and contrast between outward conformity and inner conviction.

In Mt. version, one son gives verbal obedience; the other – who actually reconsiders and does the work --  gives practical obedience.  

Let’s use the Lukan version. There’s  more to work with here.   So  Luke 15:11-32  (reader)

Like Matt, Luke’s is a  parable of contrast, yes; it also echoes the parables of lost and found.   But important to note here that the crux of this story rests in the father.

It is a great parable, attesting to the preparedness of the father, his readiness to be forgiving.

These words leap out to me:  “While yet far off, he saw him.”  He was looking for his son to return!   The father’s compelling compassion, his running, his embrace, his disregard of his returning son’s prepared speech of contrition – all of these are summed up and far exceeded by his extravagant instructions to his servants. The father does not look to condemn; he looks to welcome!  This is the crux of the story (and instruction to his disciples): The fathers’s unbounded mercy!!   Why?  Like the lost coin, lost sheep, “…once lost, but now is found”   
It echoes the perseverance of the father, and his preparedness.  Indeed, it reveals his very nature! what the OT describes over and over again as God’s “loving-kindness” (“hesed”)

Even when the older son says “this thy son” (not his brother), and refuses the prodigal a place in his own father’s home…

Even when the father goes out to meet the older brother (same as he did with the prodigal).

Note:  The older brother’s loyalty and diligence are not ever in question;  BUT, his attitude – his proud exclusiveness -- must be weighed against him.

What is Jesus saying in this parable:  A lot!  Most of the Beatitudes are reflected in this clear pool of the Prodigal: “ Blessed are the poor in spirit, the meek, (i.e., those whose pride and arrogance have been broken, who have ’died’ to ego, and are humble) as is the Prodigal.

(Not unlike the process of healing addiction engaged by the Twelve Step programs.) 

What Jesus is saying (and instructing his disciples to do) is, in a sense, to mirror him  (Remember: “ I am the way, the truth, and the life?” 

The father’s attitude  reveals his very nature:  his anxiousness to care for his sons (both of them!),  his expectation, his compassion, his restoration with unbounded joy to those lost --

            (Jesus does this even at the expense of being shunned, blamed a heretic by the 

             institutional powers.!  He expects his disciple to do likewise.)   It is the father’s gift to us.  

Contrast this with the opposing view, voiced and acted out by the older brother:   his calculations by merit, his demands for reward, his unfavorable comparisons, his unrelenting exclusiveness –--

These, Jesus condemns:   in this parable, in the actions of his disciples, in us.  Not because the older brother (or the disciples, or us) are unworthy or even unkind, but because the older brother (and the disciples, and we) often misunderstand, maybe even deny, the true 

nature of God. (i.e., The father does not look to condemn; he looks to welcome!  So must we.) 
In what way are the Beatitudes reflected here?  Multiple ways:  This parable deals with restoration, forgiveness – like the parable of the laborers who come late to the vineyard, the prodigal receives far more than he dared hope for.   God’s unbounded love.

Like the laborers who came early to work, the elder son feels the prodigal’s reward is unjust.  His diligence is not at question, but his contention is based on envy and the desire to gain merit.

And, he’s missed something.   Note the complete joy in the father, the astonishment in the prodigal, but there is complete lack of joy in the elder son, who stands alone because he is refusing the father’s Blessings. 






*****

Conclude:  The point I hope to make here is that it is in the initiative of God – his perseverance and diligence, his unbounded mercy in seeking out the lost – all of these are characteristic of and the original purpose of God as revealed in Jesus’teachings.   Through the Beatitudes and the parables, he is telling his disciples, and us, the Church, how to model our discipleship.

More next time.  Remember, next time is here, Thursday, March 25, at 5.  See you then! 
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