
Our two scriptures, sitting side by side this morning, seem to be in conflict- or at

least contradictory.

On one hand, you have Paul, encouraging unity and peace and inclusion

between the Jewish Christians and the Gentile converts, reminding them of the

steadfastness and encouragement they receive from God which will help them

do this- to be a community of love.

And on the other hand, we have John the Baptist calling the Pharisees and

Sadducees who’ve come down to the River Jordan a “brood of vipers,” seeming

to draw a line between him and them…  Is that unity? peace? love?

—

The gospel of Matthew has been called the Jewish gospel. This isn’t a totally

helpful or accurate term, but it does seem that the audience of the gospel of

Matthew is Jewish Christians. The gospel of Matthew does not explain Jewish

customs when they come up, and it seems that the community around this

gospel is still subject to the disciplinary measures of the synagogue authorities,

which Gentile converts would not have been.

At the same time, the community around the gospel of Matthew, as revealed in

this gospel, seems to be at odds with the Jewish, non-Christian community they

are not fully distinct from. The Jewish Christian community can not be defined

apart from the Jewish community, and can not be defined alone by their

Christianity. Daniel Patte, a commentator on the gospel of Matthew says that

Matthew is “both deeply Jewish and painfully anti-Jewish.”
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Because of this, people through the ages have read the gospel of Matthew with a

lens of anti-semitism. We come, not knowing for ourselves whatever joy and pain

the church around the gospel of Matthew experienced at the hands of both Jews

and Gentiles. We come with our own biases, swimming in the water we swim in

now: where anti-semitism runs rampant.

When we hear, “you brood of vipers!” in reference to Pharisees and Sadducess,

we hear a criticism of the Jews, we might hear the derogatory language of a

certain fascist leading Germany in the 1930s and 40s, we might hear the

conspiratorial language of Kanye “Ye” West this week who said that Hitler was

good actually, that he loves Nazis.

So, what do we do, throw the whole gospel of Matthew away? No. We wrestle

with it until we get the blessing.

Because this is a sacred text, and we and they are sacred people.

Being sacred means that we have the potential for holiness, every single one of

us. We have the potential for liberation. We have the potential for restoration and

redemption.

So if we’re sacred, and Matthew is sacred, and Paul is sacred, and John the

Baptist is sacred, and Pharisees and Sadducees are sacred, and Gentiles and

Jews are sacred, and the Bible is sacred, then there is the potential for a

liberating, saving, restorative, and redemptive reading of these texts.

If Kanye and Hitler are sacred then they too have or had the capability, the

capacity, the potential for holiness. It does not mean that they embraced it. I don’t
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see good things about what Hitler and the Nazi party did. And each one of those

people had a potential for holiness.

—

John the Baptist knows this, that the Pharisees and Sadducees are sacred

people. He has to. He is a prophet of God! He is a forerunner to the Christ! So if

all we can here is derogatory and conspiratorial language, maybe we are not

hearing him correctly, as he intended.

Let’s look for context clues: All around this sharp indictment, both before and

after, it is clear that John the Baptist’s message to everyone is one of repentance.

“Repent for the kingdom of heaven has come near!” and specifically to the

Pharisees and Sadducees he says, “bear fruit worthy of repentance.”

Calls to repentance are not comfortable. Being called out at all for our

misbehavior is uncomfortable. But is it mean? Is it defiling another person’s

sacred being to call someone to repentance?

—

Speaking truth to power, calling abusive leaders to account, stating the

wrongdoings of someone committing injustice or evil, is not in opposition to the

belief that that person is sacred.

Quite the opposite.
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If we speak truth to power, call abusive leaders to account, state the wrongdoings

of someone committing injustice or evil, then it means that we can see their

potential for repentance, for restoration, for holiness.

It is because people are sacred that we firmly and audaciously speak out against

broods of vipers in our midst. It is because people deny the sacredness of others

that we demand it.

If we have the potential for holiness, restoration, liberation, then we also have the

potential for evil. All of us. Not just the Jews, or whatever group of people is

being ganged up on at any moment. Every single one of us, created by the God

who loves us so much they gave us free will, has the capacity for evil.

And naming that does not hinder our possibility for holiness; the possibility of

another to be holy.

—

When John the Baptist says, “prepare the way of the Lord,” he is referencing

Isaiah chapter 40. I commend the entire chapter to you, but this part in particular,

this imagery, it’s helpful to imagine. Isaiah writes: “In the wilderness prepare the

way of the Lord; make straight in the desert a highway for our God. Every valley

shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven ground

shall become level, and the rough places a plain.”

Not only are we to make the path straight, but flat as well. Our preparation for the

Lord’s arrival is to clear the way for Christ to come by knocking down  mountains

and filling up valleys.

—
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The way that we get to harmony, to peace, to full inclusion, to the kingdom of

God, is not by just being nice. It is not by smoothing the rocky points of the

mountains, it is by knocking the mountains down. It will not be by building bridges

over deep chasms, it will be by filling up the valleys to make straight the way for

the Lord.

The way to unity, to peace, to full inclusion, to the kingdom of God must be

cleared. The way is not clear now.

Clearing the way, knocking down mountains and filling up valleys inherently

requires conflict, disruption, a bit of chaos and uncertainty, and a whole lot of

change. For everyone. The entire landscape will be transformed.

—

So what are these mountains and valleys that stand between us and the kingdom

of love?

I wonder if we can think of mountains as the ways we defile the sacred being of

others. I think we do this with our biases, our assumptions, our unwillingness to

repair relationships. I think this looks like societal structures of inequity and our

constant fight for power over one another.

And I wonder if we can think of the valleys as the ways we ourselves have defiled

our own sacred being: the ways we have allowed and accepted poor treatment

from others, the ways we treat ourselves with hatred and disdain. The deep

valleys were carved by all the moments in which our rejection of our own
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sacredness played out: when we convinced ourselves we deserved the poor

treatment, the abuse, the discrimination, from ourselves and others.

—

Prepare the way for the Lord. Make his paths straight. What mountains can you

knock down? What valleys can you raise? What mountains can we knock down

together? What valleys can we raise together?

My friends, preparing the way for the Lord looks like deepening our trust in this

truth. You are sacred and so is everyone else.

Love incarnate, is on its way. Make his path straight.
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