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In 2009 The Discovery Channel had a series called The Science of Sex Appeal, which they culled down to a 90 minute DVD.  It’s an interesting compilation, exploring how our faces and bodies, our voices, our smells, and our movements play a part in determining our sexual attractiveness.  Examining the parts played by genetics, hormones, and neurological factors.  Some things are obvious, but others are not.  Facial symmetry is important.  The width of the eyes equaling the distance between the eyes is good, and there are other ratios that are significant.  Women who are ovulating have subtle changes in facial appearance, voice, and movement that make them more attractive to men.  We are hard-wired for desire.

So, a question for the men out there.  What do you make of Jesus saying: “But I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart.”  Adding, “If your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away; it is better for you to lose one of your members than for your whole body to be thrown into hell.”  When I shared with Paulette the lessons for this Sunday, and that I would be preaching, she gave me some immediate advice.  “Don’t admit to anything.”  I told her there wasn’t a man alive who would condemn me.  If I did admit anything.  But, for the record, I’m not.

In Philip Yancey’s book, The Jesus I Never Knew
, he tells of his own discomfort with the uncompromising harshness of the Sermon on the Mount.  As he writes, “Its absolutist quality left me gasping.  Be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect.  Be perfect like God?  Whatever did he mean?”

He follows this with a story about a friend of his that taught at Texas A&M.  Her name is Virginia Owens, and she had her students write a short essay on the Sermon on the Mount.  She was taken aback with what some wrote.  “I did not like the essay ‘Sermon on the Mount.’  It was hard to read and made me feel like I had to be perfect and no one is.”  Another wrote, “The things asked in this sermon are absurd.  To look at a woman is adultery.  That is the most extreme, stupid, un-human statement that I have ever heard.”

Virginia Owens’ response, as a Christian, was interesting.  She said that it was ‘strangely heartening’ because her students were hearing scripture in much the same way as the original audience.  Hearing Jesus’ words as  offensive and astringent.  Uncompromising and impossible.

Yancey quotes the novelist John Updike: “How strangely on modern ears falls the notion that lust – sexual desire that wells up in us as involuntarily as saliva – in itself is wicked.”  Yet that is what our gospel tells us.  A lustful glance will get you to hell as quick as adultery.  Calling a brother a fool is tantamount to killing him.

Yancey writes, “I stare at these and the other strict commands of the Sermon on the Mount and ask myself how to respond . . .  Does Jesus really expect me to discard my television to avoid temptations to lust?  How can I possibly translate such ethical ideals into my everyday life?”

Yancey then did what others had done before him.
  Researching how theologians have tried to come to grips with Jesus’ impossible demands.  Here are some of his findings.

Thomas Aquinas differentiated between injunctions (things commanded) and counsels (things to strive for).  Murder and stealing were deemed injunctions (commandments); the desires of the flesh and pride deemed counsels (goals).
 The theological view called Dispensationalism held that the Sermon on the Mount was the last vestige of the age of Law, which was superseded by the age of Grace after Jesus’ death and resurrection.  So the Sermon on the Mount was no longer applicable.  Albert Schweitzer believed this was just an interim ethic, based on the mistaken belief that the apocalypse was imminent.  Since it didn’t occur, we need to view Jesus’ commands from a different perspective.  The existentialists saw the specific moral demands as a challenge to decision, to a leap of faith.  So the intent was more motivation than compliance.

I lean toward a simpler approach.  The verse immediately preceding our gospel today says, “For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.”

I think it is possible that Jesus was preaching the Sermon on the Mount in response to what he saw in the scribes and Pharisees.  They were meticulous, scrupulous, in obedience to the Law.  Building a fence around it so there was no way they could violate it.  They tithed even their spices.  But they strained a gnat and swallowed a camel.  They were like white washed tombs, deceptively clean on the outside and defiled within.  They enjoyed the way the others treated them in the marketplace.  They felt that they had successfully, through their observance of the Law, become righteous.  Closer to God.  Better.  Better than the tax collector who prayed, “Have mercy on me, a sinner.”  Better than that woman caught in the very act of adultery.  And certainly better than Jesus, someone who didn’t even know a prostitute when he saw one.

So maybe that was underlying Jesus’ preaching, when he made point after point after point, “You have heard that it was said . . . but I say to you.”  The scribes and Pharisees did pretty well as far as “what was said” in the Torah (the Law), the Neb’im (the Prophets), and the Kehubim (the Writings).  But spiritually, their lives were a mess.  Maybe not all of them, but some.  Arrogant, greedy, self-righteous, pretentious.  Hypocrites.

There is an interesting discussion about the meaning of the word translated (or more accurately, transliterated) into English as “hypocrites.”  It has come to mean someone whose words or actions are at odds with that they truly believe.  Pretenders, actors.  But in the Anchor Bible commentary, Albright and Mann hold that this is not what was meant.  They write, “It was not that these people were consciously acting a part which did not correspond to their own inner convictions, but that they were parading their own scrupulousness in public.”
 

They also hold, “It is not necessary to be well acquainted with moral or ascetical theology to be aware that scrupulosity is rightly condemned as sin, and also that what is ostensibly concerned with a punctilious observance of the law inevitably becomes self-concerned.  In this way the function of the law is lost, or at best hopelessly obscured as the ego overcomes social concern.”

I find myself speculating about the case of the woman caught in the act of adultery.  The scribes and Pharisees bringing a woman to Jesus, saying, “Teacher, this woman was caught in the very act of committing adultery.  Now in the law Moses commanded us to stone such women.  Now what do you say?”  Picture the scene in your mind.  What is her appearance?  Disheveled? Trying to cover up?  Exposed?  And what was the appearance of the scribes and Pharisees?  Self-righteous indignation?  Anger?  A trace of a smirk at their cleverness in trapping Jesus?  And maybe another smirk, glancing at the body of the woman trapped before them?  A bit of desire, a bit of lust in their hearts?

Maybe that, or something like that, was in Jesus’ mind when he told his disciples, “You have heard it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart.”

Maybe it was like that when he brought up the sin of anger with a brother.
 Or the sin of insulting him.
  Or calling him a fool.
  Jesus knew of these because Jesus himself was the object of the Pharisees anger, insults, and castigation.  Maybe Jesus was telling his disciples, “You can’t be like that.  It isn’t enough to obey the letter of the law, yet think and feel and say things like the scribes and Pharisees.  Their way is not God’s way.  You must be better; your righteousness must exceed theirs to enter God’s kingdom.”

The Rev. Dr. Amy Richter wrote an excellent sermon for this Sunday.
  She asks how we can reconcile the Church’s claim that God is love, with the harsh judgment of today’s gospel.  The Rev. Richter begins by talking about heart.  It’s meaning as a vital physical organ, but with all its other meanings.  The heart as the seat of love, of compassion, of tenderness, and of courage.  We say, “Take heart” meaning “Be assured.”  A change of heart indicates a shift of perspective, a significant change in outlook.  To know something by heart means to know it perfectly.  To seek with our whole heart is to pursue, to search for diligently, to persevere.

She sees in our gospel a window into both our hearts and God’s.  God listens to our hearts and knows that even if we refrain from killing another, we can still hate and despise and abuse others.  God listens to our hearts and knows we can refrain from adultery, but we can disrespect others by treating them as less than human.  God listens to our hearts and knows that even if we can keep from swearing falsely, we can still manipulate others with our words, and lead others astray by what we say.

So, in God’s mercy, we are told what the commandments mean if we are to love as God loves.  If we are to truly respect the dignity of every human being, as we promise whenever we affirm our baptismal vows.

As we all know, we cannot keep the commandments as Jesus explained them.  But discovering our inability to do so is no cause for despair.  If there is a sense of sadness, then, as John Donne wrote, it is a holy sadness, because our sense of sin is “God’s key to the door of his mercy, put into thy hand.”

So take heart -- tomorrow is Valentine’s Day. We live by grace.  We are to be alert to what separates us from God.  We are to watch out for the Pharisee within us.  And with God’s help, we can try to do better.  Concerned less about the shortcomings of others, and more about ourselves.
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