
Raising the Bar

Deuteronomy 30:15-20; Psalm 119:1-8; 1 Corinthians 3:1-9; Matthew 5:21-37

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus concretely, specifically lays out the practical

consequences of life in the kingdom of heaven. Jesus has inaugurated a new way of being human, a

new means of relating to other people. Jesus contrasts life before and after his advent in this sermon.

His first contrast is murder. The Ten Commandments prohibit murder:

“You have heard that it was said to those who lived long ago, Don’t commit murder, and all who

commit murder will be in danger of judgment” (Matt 5:21 CEB). Okay. Then comes the zinger: “But I

say to you that everyone who is angry with their brother or sister will be in danger of judgment. If they

say to their brother or sister, ‘You idiot,’ they will be in danger of being condemned . . .” (5:22 CEB).

See what Jesus did? He moved from the prohibition against murder, which most of us may not

have violated, to, “But I say to you that everyone who is angry with their brother or sister will be in

danger of judgment,” which does include just about all of us. Jesus raises the bar on righteousness

by moving from how you act toward another to consideration of you think about others.

Little wonder that Martin Luther said that Jesus could not possibly have meant for us to take

his sermon straight. Do you know anyone who is free from feeling anger against his sister or brother

at some point in life? Luther said that by calling anger a sin as bad as murder, Jesus didn’t mean for

any of us to actually try to behave differently; Jesus was driving all of us into the arms of a merciful

God. Who can be free of such sin?

In a recent book, Jim Wallis, longtime evangelical activist, says that America’s “original sin” is

racism. The American economy, for any of its beloved qualities, was founded on two hundred years

of slavery. Many of the so-called “founding fathers” were slaveholders. Slavery was one of the
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reasons for the great bloody cataclysm, the Civil War. James Cone notes, “In the ‘lynching era,’

between 1880 and 1940, white Christians lynched nearly five thousand black men and women in a

manner with obvious echoes of the crucifixion of Jesus.”

The Civil Rights movement, which was celebrated last month on Martin Luther King Jr. Day,

put an end to legalized racism, and thank God for that. It was no longer possible to make laws that

discriminate against Americans because of the colour of their skin. No longer could people work

violence against someone because of their race and get away with it. Racist acts were illegal; racist

feelings and racial animus were not. Here in Canada we like to think racism is not a problem but if we

look at our history, or listen to the stories of people of colour, we are soon sadly disilluioned.

Racism is prejudice combined with privilege and power that’s used to put down somebody

else—or, as we Christians have been taught to name such things, sin.

An important revelation for me is that yes, in spite of my denials, I’m racist. I don’t believe I’ve

ever knowingly committed an outright racist action; I wouldn’t think of such a thing.

But then, that’s often the problem with sin. It’s mostly unconscious. Sin, the church has

historically said, isn’t so much the actions we commit that we know to be wrong, but rather sin is an

innate human inclination over which we have little conscious control.

Nobody captured this better that St. Paul as he described the persistence and the mystery of

sin in his own life: “I’m sold as a slave to sin. I don’t know what I’m doing, because I don’t do what I

want to do. Instead, I do the thing that I hate. . . . It’s sin that lives in me. . . . The desire to do good is

inside of me, but I can’t do it. I don’t do the good that I want to do, but I do the evil that I don’t want to

do. . . . I’m a miserable human being. Who will deliver me from this dead corpse?” (Rom 7:14-15, 17-

19, 24 CEB).
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Paul says he’s trapped, a slave to sin. In regard to racism, the sort of sin Paul is describing

here seems close to what we now call bias. Bias is the unconscious exercise of white supremacy in

our feelings and actions toward people of a race other than our own.

Devon Page sent out virtually identical résumés with different names. Nearly twice as many

white-sounding names were called for interviews. I expect that few of the human resources people

involved held overtly racist ideas. However, their unconscious behaviour showed the continuing

power of racial bias. The Bible says that God doesn’t look upon the face, but we sure do.

Researchers showed groups of white people a video, asking them to evaluate the “quality of

the neighbourhood.” They were shown the same street, but in one scene white people were walking

down the sidewalk, and in the other people of colour walked by. You can imagine which

neighbourhood was judged as the better place to live.

That many whites voted for an African American president when Obama was elected suggests

that many white folks desire a different society. Unfortunately, racism only morphed into other guises

during the Obama years, rearing its ugly head among politicians who speak of “us” and “them” and

who promise to “make America great again.” We will not be delivered of this demon easily.

I wish that, in his sermon that’s this morning’s Gospel, Jesus had said, “Don’t murder!” and left

it at that.

No; he said, “I tell those of you who are my disciples that if you are angry with your sister or

brother, calling them by spiteful names, that’s as bad as murder.”

And don’t think my preaching on the sin of racial bias is just a liberal attempt to tackle some

prominent social issue. Behind almost every word of the New Testament is the early church’s main

challenge: how to behave like Christians in a church where Jewish Christians were being forced to be
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in community with new Gentile (pagan) converts. Repeatedly Paul asks his fellow Jews to embrace

Christ’s embrace of the Gentiles and begs the Gentiles to welcome other races as they have been

welcomed by Christ.

St. Paul names the great good news for all of us caught in sin, including the sin of racial bias.

Here’s a paraphrase of what Paul tells the Ephesians: At one time you were like a dead people

because of the racist things you did against others, which were also offenses against God. You lived

with the same racism that infects everybody else. You weren’t even aware that you were disobeying

God because of your bias in the way you looked upon people of other races. . . .

However, God is rich in mercy. God brought us to life with Christ while we were dead as a

result of our racist sin. God did this because of God’s great love for us. You are saved by God’s

grace! . . . God did this so that future generations would note the greatness of God’s grace, even in

our racism, in Christ Jesus. . . .

You have been rescued from your racist bondage by God’s grace because of your faith that

God loves somebody, even you. This salvation is God’s gift, not your achievement, not something

you can boast about. Instead, we are God’s grand accomplishment, created in Christ Jesus to do

grand things for God, in spite of the way we were brought up. . . .

So don’t ever forget that you were like Gentiles in the New Testament, you were outsiders who

had no part in the promises of God to Israel. Though you tried to act like you were special because of

your white skin, you were without Christ, strangers to the promises and plans of God in your racist

thoughts and deeds. In that world of white supremacy, you had no hope and no God. But now,

thanks to Christ Jesus, you who once were so far away from God and each other have been brought

near by the blood of Christ. Christ is our peace. He made Jews and Gentiles, women and men,

Europeans and Africans, Asians and Indigenous, into one group. With his body, he broke down the

4Raising the Bar.ser.wpd



hateful barrier that divided us. (Paraphrased from Eph 2:1-14) 

Christians believe that Jesus has graciously revealed to us the truth about God and what God

is up to in the world and in us. Christ’s reconciling work is the theological basis for Paul’s plea for

Jews and Gentiles to be reconciled to each other in the church. This is our theological justification,

indeed our imperative, for daring to speak up against racism.

You could view this morning’s Gospel as Jesus raising the bar high for his expectations of

us—raising it way too high. It’s one thing to demand that we not murder, but for Jesus to urge us not

to be angry or say nasty things about our neighbours (and who hasn’t done that?) seems too much to

ask of mere mortals like us.

Or we could see these demands in the Sermon on the Mount as indicative of the amazing faith that Jesus

has in us. By his grace, working in us, we—even we—can be people whose inner dispositions, our

thoughts and feelings, match our dearest beliefs. 

I grew up right here in Canada. While I’m not yet free of all racially motivated feeling or

inclination, while I’m not free of all racial bias, I can say that I’m a living testimony to the remarkable,

life-changing grace of God. Believe me. You would not have wanted to know me before Jesus’s

sanctifying grace began to work on me.

In the church we are not free to accept our sin as “the way things are” or “just the way I was

brought up.” If the truth about race is ever told in a predominately W.A.S.P. church and received by

that congregation as God’s word to us, it’s a miracle, a public testimony to the world that Christ is

able to miraculously produce the sort of people who look and act like his disciples.

Notice that in today’s portion of Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount, Jesus asks for acts of

restitution and reconciliation: “If you bring your gift to the altar and there remember that your brother
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or sister has something against you, leave your gift at the altar and go. First make things right with

your brother or sister and then come back and offer your gift” (Matt 5:23-24 CEB).

Jesus pushes beyond right attitudes and feelings toward concrete actions that “make things

right.” Too often, when the church talks about racial reconciliation, things are kept personal without

focus on systemic and structural injustice. Many Aboriginal people push back against the call for

“reconciliation” because it presumes there was a time when we were in a right relationship. It also

implies that we work toward reconciliation from an equal footing. Talk of reconciliation without

recognition of power arrangements degenerates into sentimentality. Fortunately, scripture gives us

the means for a more substantive response to the sin of racism.

Grace, as John Wesley preached it, is not a paternal pat on the head; it’s the power of God

that enables us to live different lives than the lives we would be condemned to live if we had not been

met by God in Jesus Christ. We don’t have to deny or excuse our sin; we can have our sin forgiven

and thus be free from our sin, by the same one who promises that he will change our hearts and

minds.

I want our church to be the one place where there is empathetic, honest listening and

speaking. We can also testify to the community about the freedom that comes from honest

admission of our complicity in the community’s problem of racism. And by doing so we can

demonstrate that Jesus Christ makes possible a people who are not only just, honest, and free but

also loving.

And so I ask: Will you, my sisters and brothers in Christ, join me in acts of repentance,

restitution, and restoration whereby we can be the people Jesus calls and enables us to be through

his amazing grace. Thanks be to God. Amen.

6Raising the Bar.ser.wpd


