Date:		2-13-11; The Sixth Sunday After The Epiphany
Text:		Matthew 5:21-37
Theme:	"Create In Me A Clean Heart, O Lord"  

"Create In Me A Clean Heart, O Lord"
By:  Rev.  David Mac Kain

	Grace and peace be yours in the name of the Father and of the + Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.  Our meditation this morning is based upon the Gospel lesson, Matthew 5:21-37 in which Jesus said:  "So if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go.  First be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift."  This is the word for our consideration.
	
	Jesus had said of you, His disciples:  Blessed are the poor in spirit, those who mourn, the meek, those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,.  Blessed are the merciful, the pure in heart, the peacemakers, blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness' sake.  In other words, blessed are you, because Christ embodies all of this and you have been united to Christ in faith.  You are blessed because all that Christ is (as described in the beatitudes) and all that He has accomplished belongs to you.  So therefore, "You are the salt of the earth."  You are that which is used not just to preserve or to give a certain flavor to the world, but you are to be that agent by which the world is actually purified.  And of course, since it is Jesus Christ alone who purifies the world, that means you are the ones through whom Christ is to be seen.  Yes, "You are the light of the world."  As Christ is the Light that shines in darkness of sin, so you who have been united to Jesus Christ in this holy washing baptism you are to reflect His light.  You and your life, the good works that you do, are to be the torch, the lamp through which  Christ now shines.

	And today, Jesus adds to this glorious picture of you His disciples by saying; First be reconciled to your brother.  You see, my friends, we gather together longing to hear about our relationship with God our heavenly Father.  We want to hear that blessed assurance.  Jesus is mine, that is by His sacrificial death forgiveness is established, sin is removed and we have been placed in a new and right relationship with God that will last for all eternity.  Yes, because of the love of God given in Jesus Christ and by the working of the Holy Spirit, you have been placed into that new relationship with God.  Jesus used the analogy of bringing gifts to the altar to describe this relationship with God.

	But notice carefully, what He also says.  "So if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go.  First be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift."  Do you understand?  Our relationship with the heavenly Father established by Jesus Christ at the cross is not independent of our relationship with one another, especially our brothers and sisters in Christ.  The second is always to be a reflection of the first.  If your relationship with your brother or sister in Christ is broken - so also is your relationship with your heavenly Father.  Remember if salt has lost its saltiness, it is good for nothing only to be trampled underfoot.  And if the light is lit but placed under a bushel it is useless.  And if as disciples we are to be the salt and light, but in reality we are saltless and lightless, then in reality we are no longer disciples of Christ - the relationship with God is destroyed.

	So go and be reconciled with your brother first.  But the question is "How?"  And the answer is two-fold.  First, be reconciled by truly understanding what is really wrong in your relationship with your brother or sister.  And secondly, be reconciled by understanding where this reconciliation take place.

	What is really wrong in our relationships that's the point of our Gospel lesson today.  You have heard it was said don't murder, don't commit adultery, don't divorce, don't take oaths or swear falsely - Jesus is expounding on the pure and holy law of God.   And in such a way that there can be no hypocrite among us.  Anger, hatred, jealousy, fits of rage, insults, name calling it is murder.  The one who does this is the one who is subject to the fires of hell. 

	And divorce and swearing falsely, my friends we are not to live life as if nothing really matters.  Can't get along, not happy, miserable, just want to start over - or in today's language:  No fault - she's the good guy, I'm the good guy, there's really no bad guy, it nobody's fault.  Ah, but Jesus connects divorce with adultery it is unfaithfulness.  There is fault.  Unfaithfulness to one another (and that implies ending the marriage) is unfaithfulness to God who established and created the marriage in the first place.  The same is true about careless use of speech.  It is the Lord who is truth, Satan the father of lies, so to speak in a hap-hazard manner, is a reflection of the notion that it doesn't matter to whom we belong - Jesus or Satan.

	 And it is not just the outward act, but the inward attitudes, thoughts, and  emotions.   Not just the action of murder but the attitude of hatred;  not just the act of adultery, but the thought of lust;  not just the act of divorce, but the notion of unfaithfulness;  not just swearing falsely, but an attitude which would mimic Satan as quickly as that of Jesus.  This is what is wrong and what causes broken relationships with our brothers and sisters in Christ.  You see, the law of God makes radical demands, less there is anyone who thinks he or she could keep this law.  It would be better to cut off the hand or pluck out the eye if that causes you to sin rather than go to hell with you whole body.  Now there have been those who have tried such radical approaches, but have found they are still bound to sin after mutilation.  Because it is not the hand, or the eye - but rather the heart in which sin resides.  Jesus said:  "For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false witness, slander.  These are what defile a person."  (Matthew 15:19).  So it is the heart and you want to stop sin - pluck out the heart - of course that means death.  What is wrong with our relationship with brothers and sisters in Christ, is our heart.

	And what is the remedy for a death-filled heart?  Wasn't it King David, when Nathan the prophet confronted him about his murder, his lust, his adultery, his deceptive language, his unfaithfulness to God and the people and so forth and so on - wasn't it this David, who in response to Nathan wrote the words of Psalm 51.  God have mercy on me; according to Your steadfast love; according to Your abundant mercy, blot out my transgressions.  Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin....Create in me a clean heart, O God and renew a right spirit within me.  Cast me not away from Your presence and take not Your Holy Spirit from me.  Restore unto me the joy of Your salvation and uphold me with a willing spirit.  (Psalm 51:1-2, 10-12).

	What is needed for reconciliation with brothers and sisters in Christ is a clean heart and a renewed right spirit.  David's words, what we so often call the offertory, needs to be the prayer of every disciple, lest we lose our saltiness and our light.  And how appropriate in our liturgy that the offertory comes immediately after the sermon, where we have heard the law and God's righteous decrees and the promises of the Gospel.  But more than just a response, the offertory turns our faces, as it were, from what we have heard to what God is about to do for us again at this holy table.

	  I don't know how many times someone has quoted this passage from Matthew 5, (our text today) as the rationale for not coming to the Lord's table and receiving His gifts.  Either they have something against their brother or their brother has something against them, but either way they do not feel right about coming first to this altar.  They have to go and get reconciled then they will come.  No, no, no, a thousand no's.  That's not how it is done.  What in the world makes people think that somehow their coming to the Holy Supper is their gift to God.  No, your gift to God is your life, the service of your life.  God's gift to you is this Holy Supper.  For you see, you cannot create a new heart within yourself, you cannot bring about a right new spirit within you (that which you need for reconciliation with brothers and sisters in Christ) - this comes only from the cross.  It is at the cross where sin and death are met head on and conquered for you and on your behalf.  So it is in this Holy Supper, that the fruits of the cross are given you.  Yes, there is forgiveness and that is needed for your relationship with God, but there is so much more.  Here at this Holy Supper Christ comes to you and by the working of the Holy Spirit, your heart is cleansed, the new spirit, the right spirit, Christ in you takes hold of your life.  The old heart is plucked out and that means death, but it is Christ's death that you now partake of.  The Christ who by the working of the Holy Spirit in this Holy Supper come to live in your heart and in your life.

	Having thus been refreshed and renewed by Christ, we go and first be reconciled with our brothers and sisters in Christ.  That is we share the forgiveness, the love, the peace of God with each other, just as in Christ, God first forgave, loved and filled us with His peace.  And having thus been reconciled, that is sharing Christ between us, we come and offer our gift at the altar.  We offer God our lives as the salt of the earth and the light of the world.

	Let your prayer always be:  Create in me a clean heart O God and renew a right spirit within me.

	In the name of the Father and of the + Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.  

