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The fifth chapter of Matthew begins with these words, “Now when he saw the crowds, he went up on a mountainside and sat down. His disciples came to him and he began to teach them.”  But after listening for just a short while some on that mountainside must have thought Jesus out of his mind.  Who was he to ask good Jewish men and women to live in ways that went beyond the Mosaic Law?  Who was he, and where did he get his authority to teach?
  
This is the setting of the fifth chapter of Matthew.  This is the scene that confronts the men and women gathered on that mountainside, somewhere outside of Galilee, at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry.  There they were, seated as far as the eye could see; there they were seated and listening to this self proclaimed teacher and healer.  Matthew 4 tells us there were some in the crowd who had come from a long way away, they had come from Decapolis and Judea, Jerusalem and from across the Jordan;
 they had come because they had seen him heal the sick and cure diseases.  They had come because there was something different about this man.  
But his differences were dangerous.  He was Jewish.  He knew that Jewish men and women obeyed the words of Moses and the prophets.  But here he was beginning sentence after sentence with the phrase, “You have heard it said, but I say.” And then he would say something that went beyond the Torah; went beyond the law.  You have heard it said do not murder, but I say don’t even harbor anger in your heart against your brother. Murder, anger and name calling will all call down God’s judgment on your head.  And you have heard is said that you should not commit adultery, but I say do not even look at another person with lust in your heart, for that means your sensual appetite has taken hold and you are no longer in control of your being, and this is not of God.  And even though Moses said it was OK to divorce,
 I do not want you to divorce the one you have married.  You have heard it said, but I say, do not swear.  Do not retaliate even when you are struck first.  And do not hate your enemies, in fact love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.  Yes, I know you have heard it said one way, but I am here to tell you there is a different way, another way, a better way.
Some sitting on the side of that mountain must have thought this man an arrogant fool, trying to recast the law of the Hebrews.  But still, they listened.  They listened to him tell of the meek who would one day inherit the earth.  They listened to him tell that they would be blessed even when people persecuted them and reviled them for following him.  They listened to him teach that they were the light of the world and the salt of the earth.  They listened as he taught them not to worry and to trust in God’s unending care.  “Look”, he said, “at the birds of the air, they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your Heavenly Father feeds them.  Are you not of more value that they?”
   
With patience he taught them to value what was holy and to be careful not to judge others without first evaluating themselves.  Yes, he taught them and our Bibles require three full chapters to capture what he taught.  From Matthew chapter five through Matthew chapter seven, he teaches them in ways that are different from what they had known.  And they listened and they followed.  The verse first verse in chapter 8 says, “When Jesus came down from the mountain, great crowds followed him.”
  They followed him but the text does not say they believed.  They were curious enough to seek but they were not yet sold.  
Beloved of God, before I comment any further on the followers of Christ in the first century, I want to pause and compare us to them.  They were curious but they were not sold.  We, the American Church, are in an opposite, and I would suggest, more desperate position; we assent that we are sold, that we believe, but we are not curious enough to seek.  

According to The Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, 92% of Americans say they believe in God,
 but less than 27% of those who attend church regularly (that’s you and me) believe religion has the capacity to have an impact on day to day life.
   Just three weeks ago, on December 23rd, the Gallup Poll reported that church going Americans’ belief in religion as a positive resource for the world’s problems is at an all time low; just over half, 53%, of American church goers believe religion can provide wisdom for the challenges of the world.
  And all of this as the number of people who say they pray regularly or read their bibles continues to decline.

In the first century, when the men and women came down from the mountain having listened to Jesus, they were not completely sold, but they were curious enough to follow.  We, who sit in churches just like this one, seem to be willing to assent to a belief in God and Christ but we are not curious enough to seek or to follow.

And so what are we to do?  I have a thought and I need your help to pull it off.  I want to return to the habit of those men and women who gathered on that mountain.  I want to listen again to the words of Jesus, I want to study them, take them in and hear them for what they meant both in the 1st century and for right now.  I want to explore them, with you.  Together I want to investigate what our Savior said so that we might discern what it means to believe in, to seek, and to follow the one we call Christ.
Yes I want to return to the habits of the men and women of the 1st century because for them there was no received tradition; for them there was no habit or pattern, nothing obliged them to join him.  Nothing caused them to go after him.  They had to listen for themselves and determine if this was the one and if this was the one they would follow.  And in these times, I believe we are called to do the same.
As we enter this new year, as we head through the season of Epiphany and into the time of Lent I want us to hear the words of the Messiah, those words that are stamped in red in so many of our Bibles.  I want us to examine them for ourselves. And why, you ask, is this important to me.  It is important because the findings of Gallup and Pew worry me.  It is important because in so many places the teaching and preaching that has gone forward has lessened the import of Christ’s words, leaving those who are Christians with little more that the sentimental phrases we learned as children, or the easy passages that we see displayed on placards at football games, or the one or two scriptures that comforted us in times of difficulty or distress.  I want to return to a time when we hear Christ’s words and together weigh them, turn them over in our hearts and minds and discern what they mean for us today.
And I need your help.  In the bulletin I ask you to share with me any of those words in red that you have struggled with and that you want me to take up in sermons or in writing.  I want to know what you want to grapple with and come to understand better.  I need your help as we engage the words of this enigmatic man, discovering what he really said and how it challenges and guides us in all that we do.  I need your help as we are patient and accepting of the individual processes that each of us must go through, for each person has to encounter these words for themselves on their time table is their own way.  Then, when we as individuals and as a church are ready we will go forward working to apply Christ’s words in our work and in our world.  
And so just like Andrew and Peter; like Nathaniel and Phillip, let us begin.  They were the men in the Gospel of John who had heard enough about Jesus to be curious, to come close and to see what he was all about.  Just like these four we have heard enough about Jesus to be curious and now won’t you join me in coming closer through his words, and see what he is all about.  For just as Jesus bid Andrew and Peter; Nathaniel and Phillip come, he bids us come as well.  He bids us come and follow me.

We must come, come again to meet Christ’s words, come again together in our own community, come to listen and learn, come so that we might know for ourselves, come so that we can question and debate, discuss and disagree, discuss some more and come to a place of new insight and new learning.  Come because the things the Savior taught are important for us to know.  Come because we have come to a place in our time when the absence of knowing has caused such grief and pain.  
Come because I know God is up to something, right here in Barrington.  Let me tell you what happened to me on last Thursday.  Eleven out of the fifteen churches in the Barrington Area Ministerial Alliance agreed to come together for a five hour workshop on one chapter of the Gospel of John.  Pastors and church representatives came together to study Christ’s words about the church of Christ being one.  There were more seminary degrees in that room than you could shake a stick at, but we had come under the leadership of one of our own, a brother from the Village Church, who would lead us in a study of John 17.  At my table there were representatives of the Chapel, of St. Michael’s, of another Evangelical Free Church and me.  There we were, representing in our being, a vast and different understanding of the biblical writ.  At the table next to me there was another representative of the Chapel, and another representative of St. Michaels.  Salem and St. Paul were there and so were St. Mark’s Episcopal Church and St. Anne’s.   At the third table the Presbyterian Church, The Village Church, the Samaritan Counseling Center and Church Women United were represented.  We could not have been more diverse, but somehow we knew that if we could find a way to sit together, to study Christ’s word together, to grapple and argue and discuss we would emerge with new hope, new power and a new way of living into our vision; working together for the glory of God and the common good.

If these eleven churches, and we are on a mission to bring the other four to the table, if these eleven churches can together delve into the words of Christ to find common ground to serve God and the world; then what might we do, we who openly worship together, we who regularly enjoy one another’s company, we who voluntarily gather on this corner Sunday in and Sunday out; what might we do.

You have heard it said, but now I say to you.  Come beloved of God, like the disciples in John; come so that we might do as the choir’s anthem invites us to do, 
Sweetly Lord have we hear thee calling, follow me

And we see ether thy footsteps falling lead us to thee

Footsteps of Jesus that make the pathway glow

We will follow the footsteps of Jesus where’er they go.

Come beloved of God, let us follow Jesus and his words so that we may truly and deeply know.
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