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“Jesus raises the bar”
Do you remember your days back in school when you were high-jumping?
I can recall those days. Usually the high-jump bar would start at a fairly
low height and most of the jumpers could jump over the bar. Gradually
the bar would be raised. The higher the bar was raised, the fewer jumpers
there were. Until the bar would be raised so high that no one could jump
over it.
In today’s gospel, Jesus is teaching on Jewish law. In verse twenty,
which is not part of today’s gospel reading, but perhaps should be
because there is a continuity of thought from verse twenty to the
following verses. In verse twenty Jesus said: “For I tell you, unless your
righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never
enter the kingdom of heaven.” That sounds rather difficult, doesn’t it?
Who can be that righteous? In other words, Jesus raises the bar. One
wonders if Jesus raised the bar too high concerning the law and being
righteous—just as when high-jumping, the bar is too high for anyone to
jump over.
Jesus raises the bar concerning the law and righteousness by
introducing his teaching with the following words: “You have heard that
it was said…but I say to you….” In each of Jesus’ teachings on anger,
adultery, divorce, and vows; Jesus raises the bar to higher standards than
the commonly-held standards of his day. Jesus, by raising the bar,
focuses more on internal thoughts, feelings and motives than on external
behaviour.
For example, in the case of Jesus’ teaching on anger and adultery, he
looks deeply into our hearts. If a person is angry with someone, Jesus
says that is just as bad as murder. Which one of us here today has not
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been angry with someone? We all get angry at times. However, Jesus says
that anger, if we choose to hold on to it and nurse it, will ultimately
destroy us. Moreover, Jesus goes further to say that our worship of God
is useless if we fail to make things right and be reconciled with someone
with whom we have been angry. Or before we offer our gift at the altar,
and we know someone has something against us, we are to go and be
reconciled with him or her. Jesus teaches a similar message when it
comes to committing adultery. He says even if a man looks at a woman
lustfully, that is as bad as if he went to bed with her. So Jesus calls us to
a higher standard of righteousness and the law. This higher way is very
concerned about what is going on inside of us as much as what we do on
the outside.
Other New Testament passages also emphasise what Jesus is teaching
us here. For example, in 1 John 4:20, again we are told that our
relationship with God is closely connected with our relationship with
other people, the writer teaches us that: “Those who say, “I love God,”
and hate their brothers or sisters, are liars; for those who do not love a
brother or sister whom they have seen, cannot love God whom they have
not seen.” The apostle Paul, in Ephesians 4:26 realizes that we do get
angry, however he teaches us not to hold on to that anger or nurse it,
because it can destroy us, he says: “Be angry but do not sin; do not let the
sun go down on your anger.” In other words, do the same thing as Jesus
teaches in the gospel, be quick to reconcile your differences with the
person you are angry at or the person who is angry with you.
Recently the following story illustrates what Jesus is teaching about
anger and murder and reconciliation. [In South Sudan] Mary was a Murle
woman, who was with two of her children in a neighbourhood that came
under attack by Dinka forces. Mary’s 14-year-old son was shot and
hacked to death in the attack.
If ever there would be reason to harbour [anger and] hate, this would be
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it. But as Mary and [Secretary General of Canada’s Amnesty International,
Alex Neve] finished talking, [they] were joined by Ayor, a Dinka woman.
There was clearly warmth and friendship between the two women. Their
message was this: “It starts right here [in this camp for internally
displaced people]. If we cannot put the hatred and distrust aside then
there is no hope for this nation. We are not enemies; we are sisters.”1
“We are not enemies; we are sisters.” Would that everyone might take to
heart such words in times of anger! The sooner we seek reconciliation
and forgive one another; the less chance there is for anger to ruin our
relationships and destroy us. How can we be angry with a brother or a
sister? We are all members of the same family—the family of God. God
created each one of us. He loves and forgives each one of us. God also
calls us to do the same—to love and forgive one another, as we pray in
the Lord’s Prayer. May we be ever mindful of those words when we pray
them; and may we mean them by practising them in all of our
relationships with one another.
Let us pray: Create in us a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit
within us. Cast us not away from your presence, and take not your Holy
Spirit from us. Restore to us the joy of your salvation, and uphold us with
your free spirit. In Jesus’ Holy Name. Amen.
1 The Candle, Fall 2014, Vol. 13, No. 2, (Ottawa, ON: Amnesty
International), p. 2.
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