
Choose to Heal 
Wesley Mimico United Church 

February 16, 2014 
by Rev. Dr. Paul Shepherd !

Based on Sirach 15:15-20 and Matthew 5:21-37 

 Well - today's texts are certainly a challenge.  I have often been told that the 

sermon on the mount was supposed to be comforting - but I don't feel very comforted 

right now.  What do you think about, “if you say, ‘You fool,’ you will be liable to the hell 

of fire”.  Not very comforting.  And it is disturbing to even imagine that thinking evil 

thoughts is just as bad as committed evil actions.  How can that be?  If it were that simple 

we’d all be living at the Toronto South Detention Centre. 

 And beyond that, the cure Jesus suggests is worse than the disease.  Cut off my 

hand?  Remove my eye?  And for what?  What would be the point of cutting off my hand 

- for example - if thinking bad thoughts condemned me anyway?  If I cut off my hand to 

prevent me from killing someone, but I think about killing them - it is as if I have 

committed the murder anyway.  Cutting off my hand would not fix the problem.  The 

only way to avoid sin would be to cut out my brain!  And even on my bad days, I find my 

brain something of an asset. 

 The gospel text reads more like a Monty Python script than a piece of holy 

scripture.  What is Jesus getting at here?  Well - ranting aside - I believe that Jesus is 

getting at something that is in fact very real indeed.  Something that we all experience. 

 Something very common.  I admit that the macabre images leave me unmoved, but there 

is something very basic and important in Jesus’s message. 

 How often have you been driving when - through no fault of your own of course - 

you became angry at another driver?  Has that ever happened to you?  But I’ll bet you’ve 

also had the experience where you became angry at a complete stranger very quickly - 

but through some strange series of events you actually got into conversation with the 

stranger.  And when you got into conversation with them you came to realize that both of 

you were actually human - and your anger simply vanished. 
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 Dale shared a story with me this week.  He and Colleen were having coffee 

downtown somewhere, and Dale got upset.  He became upset because a woman in the 

coffee shop was wearing a lot of perfume.  I mean - a lot a lot!  And Dale actually got 

angry.  He had good reasons for his anger of course.  Didn’t this woman know that she 

stunk?  Didn’t the woman realize that some people are allergic to perfume?  Didn’t the 

owners of the coffee shop realize that they needed to get rid of this person?  Being a 

Canadian, Dale didn’t voice his complaints of course.  But when the woman started to 

leave the coffee shop, she walked past Dale and Colleen’s table, in an inspired moment, 

Dale said to the woman, “You look really sad.  I hope your day improves.”  Well, that 

changed everything.  The woman then spent 10 minutes talking to Dale and Colleen.  The 

short story is that she works in a medical clinic, and day in and day out she saw people 

who were suffering.  And the suffering was just getting on top of her.  She saw too much 

suffering.  And that is why the woman was sad.  And when the 10 minutes were over, in 

Dale’s eyes, the woman had transformed from a “stinky lady” into a “friendly lady” - 

who still stunk of course.  But when the 10 minutes were over, Dale was no longer angry. 

 I think that Jesus is overstating his case - but he does have a case.  Obviously 

hating a person is not the same as killing them, because anger may dissipate, but murder 

is permanent.  However, if you are consistently angry with a person, you are killing the 

relationship you could have with them.  And that's true even if the other person has no 

idea that you are angry with them.  Anger kills relationships, and the potential for 

building relationships.  Anger kills love.  Anger kills excitement.  See - Jesus was right - 

anger does kill! 

 Which is probably why Jesus spoke against anger.  Sure, Jesus was angry himself 

sometimes.  And anger - as an emotion - is something that we need to experience and 

name when it enters our lives.  But chronic anger destroys relationships, and the kingdom 

of God is all about relationships: renewed relationships, new relationships, healed 

relationships. 

 The kingdom of God is all about building and healing relationships.  I invite each 

of us to keep that in front of ourselves as we move into our business meeting.  Perhaps 
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our business meeting will also be about building and healing relationships. 

!
[Annual General Meeting] 

!
 Most anger finds it's roots in fear.  So perhaps if we want to tackle anger, we need 

to deal with fear in our lives.  Are we afraid?  What are we afraid of?  Since today is our 

congregational meeting, I suppose we should ask that question about us as a 

congregation, as well as asking the question on a personal level.  As a congregation, what 

do we fear?  Do we fear for our future?  Do we fear for our present?  Do we fear losing 

control?  My own observation is that we - collectively - have fears around loss of identity 

and fears around the loss of control.  And that is only natural of course.  Fear is natural. 

 And fears are not to be avoided.  Just named, shared, and understood.  Lived into 

and then lived out of.  Lived into and then lived beyond. 

!
 Not only do fear and anger destroy relationships - as Jesus said, but I believe that 

we can turn that equation around.  Because new relationships - restored relationships - 

healed relationships - eliminate fear and anger.  Perhaps that’s why Jesus said, “when you 

are offering your gift at the altar, if you remember that your brother or sister has 

something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to 

your brother or sister, and then come and offer your gift.”  Building and rebuilding 

relationships are the first steps in preparing ourselves to leave our anger and fear behind 

and to come with open hearts to God. 

 It is simply impossible to bring anger - or fear - into worship and to worship 

freely.  As Warren Carter says, “Worship without reconciled relationships is not possible.”  

Or in even broader terms, every minute that we spend being angry is another minute that 

we cannot possibly be open to God’s grace. 

 Dale and Jesus would both agree I think.  Anger kills relationships but healing 

relationships kills anger. 
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!
 In our reading from Sirach, God gives us fire and water - life and death - and we 

are invited to choose.  And Sirach's words are that whichever option we choose is what 

God will provide.  Imagine that.  In other words, we should be careful what we ask for, 

because we just might get it!  

 What will we choose this year?  Fire or water?  Death or life?  Will we choose 

fear and anger.  Or will we chose to embrace new relationships and the healing of old 

relationships? 

 We are free to choose.  Let's choose with open hearts.  Let's choose with God's 

eyes.  Let's choose with intention, and passion, and excitement. 

 This year - let’s choose to heal.   

!
Amen.
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