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Beyond Prescriptions
T

here is absolutely no doubt that the contemporaries of Jesus were authentically “religious people”, culturally impregnated with rich prayer, ancient rituals, and deeply significant festivals.  The temple was not just the place of worship, but the focus of all their political, social, economic, cultural and religious expressions.  It embodied Yahweh’s presence with his people from the beginning of time, and “the tenets of the Law”, jealously guarded within the precincts and the precepts of that temple, were absolutely unquestionable, directing every step of daily life and safeguarding the unique relationship between Yahweh and His people.  The temple was sacred and the Law was sacrosanct, and Jesus himself sanctioned that much during his life and mission.  However, such was the devotion both to the building and all that it represented, that the temple itself became identified with Yahweh.  Consequently, faith became a ritual of doing something sacred, rather than being a channel and an expression of that personal and communal relationship with Yahweh.  
W

hile rituals are necessary human expressions of one’s relationship with God, for Jesus faith demands that we push beyond the external sign and nourish the relationship instead. When faith is relegated to performing a routine worship with scrupulous accuracy of rubrics and self-imposed regulations, with the “holy” intention of “religiously buying and selling God’s grace”, then it is not faith at all, but only business, magic and taboos, a process of “doing” or “being done”, a performance controlled, scheduled and “done” according to our own agenda and/or liking.  Faith goes far beyond and much deeper that human performance, pushing the believer beyond observance, exclusions and limitations into a relational faith where the external expressions lead to a personal and communal relationship with God and with each other.  It was precisely this cart-before-the-horse juxtaposition of ritual and relationship that Jesus stood up against with absolute authority, even if such a stance put him on an inevitable collision course with the authorities of his time.  Jesus made it very clear that he was not about changing a single dot from the Law, but about bringing that very law to perfection, by abolishing limitations and giving the law a universal embrace, upholding people’s dignity and setting them free to be what they are meant to be.  

“Salvation”, while pointing inevitably to the beyond, has nothing to do with “pie-in-the-sky-when-we-die” and everything to do with opening up, liberating, making space, setting free, taking away confinement and limits and breaking down private and comfortable boundaries.  That was the original intention of “the Law”: setting people free to follow their God and become what they were meant to be: “I shall be your God and you will be my people”.  Unfortunately the vicissitudes of time shifted the focus into the opposite direction, making “the Law” a prescriptive but minimalist set of rules and regulations entangling people in fear, punishment, and strict codes of behaviour.

In today’s Gospel reading Jesus is precisely trying to break away from this narrow and fearsome world by telling us that there is more to our dealings with God and with each other than simply keeping rules out of fear of punishment.    We need to break through the narrow negative limits of the law or being lulled into a personal sense of security “because we keep the strict letter of the law” and putting ourselves on a pedestal with respect to those who do not.  As human beings the chances are that none of us will ever resort to killing another human being.  But do we need to go that far to destroy relationships with each other?  Rather, we need to see the multifaceted “deaths” that we inflict on other people simply by ignoring them, by withdrawing our greeting or our presence, by being so busy with making things right (for ourselves, of course!) that we even fail to notice the victims broken by heavy legal convolutions if not by exploitation of the law at the hands of those who wield power.  For Jesus even a word addressed in anger or a term of abuse addressed to another person are forms of death, as this diminishes the dignity or destroys the name of another person – a person who has power and dignity because God put it there in the first place.

C

ontrary to the “you must not” of a literal expression of prescriptive legislation, clearly Paul takes on a positive stance in today’s reading from his letter to the Corinthians, stressing what makes for life and for truth.  In the economy of the Kingdom the person is the focus of “the Law” not philosophical speculation. Today we are invited to be people of Wisdom, predestined by God from all eternity and for all eternity to live not in fear born of abstract precepts, but motivated by that openness that engenders freedom, dignity and complete human fulfilment before God and with each other.  That is the truth about us, and that is the truthfulness with which we must look at each other.  Pushing far beyond a literal but negative “thou shall not bear false witness”, Jesus invites us to truthfulness, transparency and an honesty in our daily life that refuses to judge, deceive or pretend – All you need to say is ‘Yes’ if you mean ‘yes’, ‘No’ if you mean ‘no’; anything more than this comes from the evil one.  Much more than avoiding untruth, Jesus drives at an “involved honesty” and denies the selfish safety of “sitting on the fence” or “it’s not my business” in the presence of anything that attempts at human dignity and fullness of life.  Biblical “wisdom” is not just a matter of judgment, but of commitment, because the Wisdom-God is never passive but totally involved as the energy of life and love of each human being.   Not only we need avoid denigration, unjust selfish dealings or telling untruths, but our claim as Christians commits us to a personal and communal responsibility to uphold and become creators of  justice, dignity, truthfulness and peace wherever our life takes us, at home, in our workplace work, in the school yard or in the chaos of peek hour traffic.  

F

or the person of faith, fidelity to God is not a private matter of playing for the rules for oneself, whether this be a personal spirituality, a regular religious practice or a jealously guarded me-and-God alone type of relationship.   Faith is action and the person of faith is so open to others that he/she draws others into oneself not through fear but through honesty of action, respect for dignity and transparency of attitude.  Consequently where distance, boundaries, division or suspicion dominate relationships, the Christian brings trust and truthfulness, supplanting guilt with joy, limitations with openness, and fear with affirmation and courage.   The only way that God’s active presence becomes energy for hope, joy, courage, and endurance in the real everyday world, is through the active life of those who have the wisdom and the courage to go beyond prescriptions and incarnate the very first page of the Creation story by seeing in every individual person around them the masterpiece of God’s creative love and life.  May we never be afraid of God’s Word!  May we be reckless enough to see through that Word and go beyond legal securities so as to discover the “God in us beyond prescriptions”!
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