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What is the purpose of our lives? What is the end we want to achieve? What goals might shape our way?

The Gospel reading for this morning upholds a command: "Be perfect!" As awkward and at odds with our
reality as these words might sound, they still remain there, "Be perfect".

The Bible readings this morning continue the series of texts speaking about the Law, its nature, what it
reveals. It calls people to ethical and responsible behavior. It reveals the values upon which people's lives are
to be based. It points to commitments that shape the way they live. The Law expresses God's love and care for
each one of God's people. It wants to evoke the best in each person.

But to become perfect? Jesus always goes further. He calls us not only to accomplish what is established but
to take an additional step. "If anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also". Of course he didn't
say how many times one has to turn the other cheek. And I do not believe this text can be used to justify
people being abused in any way or suffering violence. Jesus did not intend for us to be submissive in
situations of aggression and oppression. On the contrary, our dignity is to be preserved and our humanity is to
be respected. I heard a professor in seminary once say, "If anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the
other, so you can see well who is doing that to you". He was not kidding, he was serious about an
hermeneutics that affirmed that we have to know well our context by knowing those with whom we deal, or
relate. Well, there were many other details in his hermeneutics. I believe what Jesus is saying is: give it a try!
Open the space for the next step. If the next step is not possible, it is not because of you. But have the
confidence that you know how you are to proceed and who you are, that you are a person who gives it a try.

Did you get it confirmation class students? When somebody does something bad against you, give a second
chance to that person. Perhaps not several second chances, but at least one. Got it?

Jesus reinterpreted the scriptures in his time. We also have to continue doing the same. For instance, when he
says, "give to everyone who begs from you and do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow from you", Jesus
had in mind a very specific group of people: the poor. Jesus was not aware that begging would become an
activity controlled by trafficking networks that in fact exploit and oppress those who beg. Probably nowadays
Jesus would say, "don't give to everyone who begs from you, but give to the institutions that can make certain
that your contribution will get to those who need it. Give to the organizations who are seriously working to
vanquish poverty from the world."

But the command is still upheld: "Be perfect." What does that mean? How can we be perfect knowing that we
have so many imperfections? I believe we feel these words are awkward because when we hear them, most of
us hear an injunction to a kind of moral perfectionism. But that's not actually what the original language
implies. "Perfect," in this case, stems from telos, the Greek word for "goal" or "end" or "purpose." Professor
David Lose says, "the sense of the word is more about becoming what was intended, accomplishing one's
God-given purpose in the same way that God constantly reflects God's own nature and purpose." So this text
is a call for us to live out our God-created identity. And our God-created identity has to do with centering our
lives upon the foundation which is Jesus Christ, with the acknowledgement that we are God's temple, and
therefore not "a place" to be abused or misused, with the commitment to love our neighbors as we love
ourselves, with the flexibility to give it another try. Our God-created identity has to do with identifying God's
purposes for our lives, with achieving the big and the small goals that we set before us every day; it has to do
with refining ourselves to the point that whatever we do transpires, inspires life, and life in abundance.

Within that perspective, I would like to finish with a text by Hokusai, the Japanese painter who lived between
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1760 and 1849, and who wrote the following text after turning 70 years-old.

"Since I was six years-old, I have the habit to draw the form of things. When I was fifty I published an infinity
of drawings. But everything I produced until my seventies was not worthy to be taken into account. At 73, I
learned a little about the true structure of the nature of animals, plants, birds, fishes and insects. I am sure
when I turn 80, I will have realized more progress. At 90 I will penetrate the mystery of things. At one
hundred, I will have achieved a wonderful phase and when I turn 110 years, anything I do, be it a point, or a
line, will have life."

Amen.
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