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“A Sacred Community” 

Text: Matthew 5:21-37 

 

It is an old story with many variations.  As legend has it a traveler came into one of the great 

cathedrals of Europe.  The cathedral has been under construction for more than a century and 

there was still much to be done.  The traveler came upon one worker and asked what he was 

doing.  The man replied that he was a glass maker and he was working on the beautiful stained 

glass windows.  The traveler enjoyed the beautiful sight and moved further into the cathedral 

where he encountered another worker.  “What are you doing?” he asked.  The worker replied, “I 

am a tile maker and I am creating a mosaic for the floor.”  Again the traveler enjoyed the beauty 

of the work and continued further into the building.   

 

Coming upon another worker the traveler asked, “What are you doing?”  The man replied, “I am 

a stone mason and I am building a cathedral.” 

 

I like his perspective.  Though he was responsible for only one small part of what was being 

done, he understood that without his contribution, the cathedral would be incomplete.  He truly 

was building a cathedral. 

 

I was reminded of that story as I thought about the gospel reading this morning.  For the past few 

weeks we have been reading from Jesus’ first message to his followers, what we call The 

Sermon on the Mount.  This will be the message that sets the tone for the expectations for being 

a follower.  He is building something here and the task for those who hear this message is 

whether we want to be participants in what he is building. 

 

Jesus points to the laws of Judaism, which would have been familiar to his audience.  He begins 

by pointing out that the scriptures say, “Thou shalt not kill.”  I suspect that this was a pretty safe 

rule to begin with that day.  Most of those who were hearing those words had probably not killed 

someone.  And so they could hear these words with a sense of satisfaction.  In the list of 

expectations for being a follower, they were thinking to themselves, “So far, so good.  I haven’t 

killed anyone yet.” 

 

But then Jesus will explain this a bit further.  Murder isn’t only about killing someone physically.  

Jesus expands the understanding of this by asking if they have ever been really angry at 

someone.  I would guess that the people in the crowd began to fidget a bit at this.  While they 

hadn’t murdered anyone, I suspect most, if not all of them, had been angry at someone.   

 



He continues by cautioning them against calling someone “a fool” or other similar words that 

demean or diminish someone.  And again, there were likely folks who could recall using such 

language toward someone around them. 

 

The point Jesus is making is that our anger can break that relationship.  We might not kill 

someone physically, but we can kill something within that person by our anger or harsh words.  

The old children’s adage says, “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never 

harm me.”  If only that were so….We know that our words can have a profound effect upon a 

person’s self-image and well-being.  With our words we can build someone up or we can tear 

them down.   

 

This is one of the reasons why the statistics point out that the suicide rate for LGBT teens is 

higher than the average teen.  For so many of these children of God, what they have heard 

instead of encouragement and compassion is judgement and criticism.  The mean words become 

discouraging and they can kill something important and vital within. 

 

Jesus’ words probably made his audience a bit uncomfortable because if they (and we) look 

closely at our lives, we have all had a moment when our anger got the better of us.  We have all 

spoken words that hurt someone deeply, whether intentionally or unintentionally.  For Jesus the 

crucial part of being his follower is not the self-congratulatory realization that we have not 

murdered someone, but the desire to avoid things that hurt or harm others.  To state it in a 

positive sense, Jesus is encouraging us build one another up, to be supportive, to be encouraging, 

to look for those opportunities to affirm the goodness we see in one another. 

 

Jesus will expand upon another aspect of the law that speaks against committing adultery.  Once 

again, this was probably a pretty safe statement to make.  I can almost imagine that Jesus would 

make these statements and then pause for effect.  And in that silence perhaps those gathered 

looked around for someone they thought had committed adultery.  They wouldn’t dare be so bold 

as to point fingers or name names, but I suspect that there were plenty of folks they were 

thinking about.  And after that brief pause that enabled them to look around and find a sinner, 

Jesus continued by saying that if anyone looks at someone as an object, they are just as guilty.   

 

It is easy to say that we have fulfilled the Law if our litmus test is things like whether we have 

killed someone or committed adultery.  Jesus expands these understandings, not to make us feel 

guilty, but to encourage us to a higher standard.   

 

Jesus will next address the topic of divorce, something that was permitted under Jewish Law.  

But this permission had been highly abused.  Divorce had to be initiated by the husband and no 

reasons were necessary.  It was not necessary to go to court; men had only to say they were 

divorcing in front of a few witnesses, other men, and the divorce was final.  One of the problems 

with this system is that women were victimized.  They were left without any resources 

 

What Jesus is pointing out is the injustice of this system.  He is calling his followers to a higher 

standard in which no victims are created and those on the margins are properly supported and 

cared for.   

 



What Jesus is calling his disciples to is a more difficult way.  The easy thing to do is to say “I 

didn’t murder anyone.  I haven’t committed adultery.  I didn’t work on the Sabbath.”  The more 

difficult task is to ask myself whether my actions I have loved the people around me, whether I 

have cared for those in need, whether I have been just in my dealings with all people.  These 

areas will always have room for improvement. 

 

In this message, Jesus is laying the foundation for the important work to which he is calling his 

followers.  He is building something here.  It goes by many different names, kingdom of God, 

beloved community.  Jesus is building a sacred community and our actions, each working in our 

own way, add to that sacred community. 

 

The little book, “Have a Little Faith” is a series of conversations and interviews between Mitch 

Albom and the rabbi he knew when he was a child.  The rabbi has asked Mitch to do the eulogy 

at his funeral, when the time arrives, and so Mitch spends time getting to know him so that he 

can do justice to the things he says. 

 

In one conversation Rabbi Albert is telling a story from his childhood.  He grew up in the Bronx, 

in a neighborhood where all the neighbors knew one another.  On one occasion there was a fruit 

and vegetable truck parked in front to their apartment building.  Young Albert was hungry and so 

he tried to bump the truck in the hopes that an apple would fall from the truck and he could 

retrieve it.  That way it wouldn’t feel like stealing.   

 

As soon as he did this he heard a voice from above saying, “Albert it is forbidden!”  He thought 

it was the voice of God.  He looked up to see one of the neighbors looking down at him.  

Reflecting back upon that he commented that this supportive community was there to encourage 

and support one another.  Rabbi Albert felt that this was what he tried to create in the synagogue 

where he served saying, “That’s the critical idea behind a community.  We call it a Kehillah 

Kedoshah ---a sacred community.”   

 

That, I believe is what Jesus is trying to create through the Sermon on the Mount.  It is about 

becoming a sacred community, a place where everyone is treated with kindness and respect, 

where love is the guiding force in the way we treat one another.  It is a life commitment to the 

love of all God’s people. 

 

It is interesting that Jesus’ statements about faith are not directed toward our relationship with 

God, but in the ways that we treat one another.  Such actions say all that needs to be said of one’s 

faith.  And all of our loving actions contribute to the building of that which Jesus described.  We 

are building a sacred community. 

 

Your everyday acts of kindness and faithfulness build another portion of that sacred community.  

When you feed someone who is hungry, you are building a sacred community.  When you 

support a family in crisis, you are building a sacred community.  When you welcome someone 

who is excluded, you are building a sacred community.  It is in the simple, everyday acts that 

God’s kingdom is made real among us. 

 



There is a wonderful little movie that came out in 2000 entitled “Chocolat.”  It tells about a 

woman who moves to a French town just before Lent.  She makes chocolates, delicious, 

tempting chocolates.  She opens a shop in the town just as Lent is beginning and most people 

have given up eating sweet treats.  The chocolate shop stands as a temptation to the community. 

 

It doesn’t help that the local Count, who runs the town, is opposed to the shop and the woman 

who runs it.  He takes every opportunity to speak against her.  He even writes the sermons for the 

local priest requiring that they be read verbatim.  And the town takes on some of his personality.  

It is a dull, drab place with little joy and the desire to maintain appearances that all is well.   

 

But, one by one, the people in the town come in to taste the chocolates and their demeanors 

change.  They are filled with joy, with laughter.  Life comes to this little town.  This angers the 

Count who has done everything he can to prevent people from enjoying the chocolates.  The 

night before Easter he breaks into the chocolate shop and begins to destroy everything.  As he 

does so, a sliver of chocolate falls upon his lips.  He tastes it.  He begins to laugh and then 

proceeds to eat all the chocolate he can.  His laughter turns to tears as the burdens of pain, loss 

and shame, the things he has hidden from others begin to disappear.  He curls up among the 

destroyed chocolates and falls asleep in the place he told everyone to avoid.  This is where they 

find him on Easter morning, still asleep.  When he is found, he admits to the priest that he never 

finished writing the Easter sermon and the priest replies that he will think of something. 

 

And so, among the people who have gathered for Easter morning, the priest begins by saying, “I 

don’t want to talk about [Jesus’] divinity.  I’d rather talk about his humanity.  I mean, you know, 

how he lived his life here on earth.  His kindness.  His tolerance.  Listen, here’s what I think.  I 

think we can’t go around measure our goodness by what we don’t do, by what we deny 

ourselves, by what we resist and who we exclude.  I think we’ve got to measure goodness by 

what we embrace, what we create and who we include.” 

 

They are beautiful words, echoing those words Jesus spoke to his followers.  It isn’t about what 

we give up, what we resist, what we don’t do.  It is about the depth of our love, our willingness 

to reach out in kindness, the ways in which we care for one another.  These are the foundations 

upon which Jesus wishes to build.  And when our actions are filled with that kind of love, we are 

participants in building something more lasting than a cathedral, more powerful than a book of 

rules and regulations, we are co-creators with God in building a sacred community.   


