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With a program put together by an organization named Interfaith Power and Light, thousands of 
preachers across the country are focusing today on climate change.  And of course, many of us in 
this community are still digging out from the biggest snow we have had in the last four years.  So 
there are some who will use this little snapshot of regional weather to argue that the scientists who 
are measuring and predicting climate change have it all wrong.  But among the things these 
scientists tell us is that with the very significant increase in carbon dioxide concentrations in the 
atmosphere as a result primarily of human activities, the upward trend in the number of extreme 
precipitation events is part of what they have been observing and measuring.  In some places that 
means drought and in some places, the rain or ice or snow events are more intense.  It is not 
disputed that the last three decades have seen the warmest weather in the last 1400 years, with 
most model projections showing that the heating trends will continue, with devastating effects on 
global crop production, and serious loss of coastal lands because of rising oceans from the melting 
of sea ice and glaciers.  The growing severity of major storms is also of great concern.  But let’s be 
clear about our focus today.  If it were up to me to try to explain the science of climate change to 
you, I would be in deep snow.  But that’s not my job.   
 
We continue our look today at Jesus’ sermon on the mount.  After the last couple of weeks where we 
looked at the beatitudes and the focus on how the faith community is to be salt of the earth and light 
of the world, we come to a section where our Lord talks about how the Hebrew law was 
understood, was being followed, and to what effect.  Referring to one of the ten commandments, he 
says, in essence, “You have heard it said that ‘you shall not murder,’ but I say unto you that not only 
should you refrain from killing people; you should do all in your power to be in positive relationship 
with them.”  He extends the reach of the commandment beyond a murderous act to the thoughts 
and feelings that could lead to murder.  He tells them that when they are estranged from other 
people, it negatively impacts their relationship with God.  They were not to be patting themselves 
on the back for simply avoiding murder when they were missing the spirit of the law that guided 
them toward positive relationships.   
 
Referring to another of the ten commandments, Jesus gives the following message: “You have heard 
it said that ‘you shall not commit adultery,’ but I say unto you that you are called not just to 
behavior-faithfulness but also to heart- faithfulness.”  He then puts some exclamation marks behind 
his remarks with hyperbole about plucking out an eye or cutting off a hand if these body parts lead 
us astray.  His point is that we are to do all we can through external acts and internal devotion to 
nurture our own marriages.  Certainly, a loving, committed relationship and the individuals 
involved in it benefit from the spirit of such faithfulness.    
 
The next reference to divorce is a difficult one.  Jesus refers to a Hebrew law (Deuteronomy 24:1) 
that says, ‘Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate of divorce.’  Jesus clearly is not 
satisfied with a divorce process in which a man, finding even the smallest thing objectionable about 
his wife, simply writes out a certificate of divorce and throws her out of the house.  At a point when 
women had virtually no rights, the law at least tried to protect the woman from a charge of adultery 
by giving her a document that showed she was divorced and that she could re-marry, which for 
most women at that time was an economic necessity.  When divorce is used as an abuse of power or 
in trivializing faithful commitments, Jesus has little patience for its impact particularly on those who 
were so vulnerable in his day.  Just as Jesus sought to discern what was at the heart of the Hebrew 



law, we need to discern what is at the heart of Jesus’ teaching here.  Marriage is intended to be a 
communion between two people that reflects, in their mutual fidelity, the very faithfulness of God.  
It is intended to be a place of safety, nurture, and honor for both partners.  However, in Jesus’ day, 
the customs and practices of divorce were a direct assault on those values, so he calls for faithful 
actions that will reflect fidelity, not infidelity.   
 
The fourth area Jesus brings up had to do with the concerns in Hebrew law about  frivolous oaths.  
Jesus dismisses oaths that trivialize the use of God’s name to serve our dishonest purposes, rather 
than simply putting ourselves at God’s service.  Jesus seems to say, “Just keep your language and 
actions simple and honest to the core.” 
 
Jesus saw people of all walks of life using the 613 laws found in Hebrew scripture as a standard of 
conduct, where even religious leaders used the letter of the law in ways that enabled them to do the 
minimum required and feel quite satisfied that they were righteous people.  But doing the ‘right 
thing’ and nothing more was hurting some people and falling short of God’s good intent for all.  Our 
Lord was not interested in people putting on a badge that labeled themselves as ethical by doing the 
minimal ‘right thing.’  He wanted them to be in right relationships, which required them to go 
beyond doing just the minimum.   
 
In other places in the gospel accounts, that could be described as whole-hearted love of God and 
neighbor.  Part of how we live out our love for God and for neighbor is living out of love and care for 
God’s creation.  The world in which we live has a wonderful balance in the atmosphere that has met 
the needs of all the creatures on the planet in regards to air, water, and food.  Our human actions 
are changing the atmosphere so drastically that the long-term balance is being lost.  These actions 
do not honor our Creator, in part because we have ignored the delicate balance God put in place and 
because our high carbon emissions impact many of the world’s most vulnerable, including those 
who survive on subsistence living in dry areas or in flood-prone areas along the coasts.     
In all honesty, as individuals, whether you or I change our practices to leave a smaller 
environmental impact footprint won’t make a big difference in a world of seven billion people.  
However, if we and a lot of others follow that mindset, humanity will be in deep snow, deep 
drought, deep food insecurity along with  the deep instability that brings.  That is not the kind of 
future God intends for us, but it will be our very near future unless there are widespread changes in 
meeting our energy needs.   
 
Even though most of us aren’t scientists, we do potentially have a very significant role.  As people of 
faith who relish what God has done in creating this world that sustains life as we know it, our 
devotion to be in positive relationship with God and neighbor could set a real example for others.  
On the cover of our bulletin, you see the designation that Warner has done what is required to be 
called an Earth Care Congregation.  I am delighted that there is such an emphasis in our 
denomination.  But rather than just doing the minimum to be labeled a green congregation so that 
we can give ourselves a pat on the back, we could really explore what it means to be in positive 
relationship with our Creator and the fellow creatures of this planet, and give ourselves and future 
generations a path back to the relational bonds that sustain life itself.  It’s great to be called ‘green.’  
It’s even better to live out the blessings of a deep love for God and neighbors as caring stewards of 
God’s creation.  That’s the deep experience God desires for us and for this world.  Amen. 
  
 


