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As we hear the words from Deuteronomy, probably the best known verse of the Hebrew Bible: ‘choose life and you and your descendants will live’ and hear them against the backdrop of the daily news, we cannot but think: those poor people of Turkey and Syria didn’t have the chance to choose life. The enormity of the disaster fills us with great sadness, a feeling of helplessness even anger and it raises many questions in our mind. These words from Scripture are very stark, very black and white. There are no half-ways, or grey areas. It is an either-or situation, blessing or curse, life or death. Either you obey the commandments, statutes and laws of God, in which case you will prosper, or you don’t and then you perish. 

The words are given to Moses at the point when the Israelites are ready to conquer and enter the ‘Promised Land’. However, according to scholarly opinion the Book of Deuteronomy was put into its final form much later, after the national disaster of the Assyrian occupation of the Northern Kingdom and in the shadow of the approaching events of the Babylonian exile. So, it reflects the hindsight of the compilers, who attribute the misfortune of Israel to the people’s waywardness and their abandonment of God’s holy laws. In either case, this is a difficult passage, which doesn’t seem to be much help when people are faced with the big tragedies of life, as it seems to contradict practical human experience. It also questions God’s unconditional love by making God’s benevolence dependent on human behaviour. In fact, Israel’s whole history testifies against it. God has called them to be God’s chosen people through no merit of their own and in spite of their repeated disobedience God has remained faithful to them

One reading of it can be that religious people will invariably flourish, whereas others are heading for judgement. There were always people who believed the truth of this.  Even today there are those, who base their so-called ‘prosperity gospel’ on it and call this passage the ‘Bible’s own prosperity Gospel’. They mean that, to be prosperous is a desirable state, because it shows God’s favour. And those who are poor have only themselves to blame. But this view is already contested within the Bible itself. We have only to think of the Book of Job to remember that life is not as simple as that. In real life it is often the godless people who flourish and the faithful who suffer. 


But, of course, there are other ways of reading these words. An interesting pointer comes just before our allocated passage in verses 11 and 14: ‘The commandment that I lay on you today... is a thing very near to you, on your lips and in your heart ready to be kept’. Here the emphasis is not on the outcome, but on the human capacity to discern and follow a way of life that is pleasing to God and it is located in the heart.

Well, Valentine’s Day is just around the corner and a whole TV channel is devoted to romantic stories. Here one big question dominates the plot (usually for women), whom to choose as a prospective husband. They are so lucky that, there are usually 2 or 3 eligible young men vying for their affections! The usual advice, given by the obligatory trusted friend is: ‘Listen to your heart and then you will know what to do.’ I, for one, tended to think of this kind of advice as an ‘irritating cliché’, because it sets the heart in opposition to the mind, and therefore it somehow seems to split the personality. 

Yet, as I was pondering these ideas, Thought for the Day came on the radio and I heard the words: ‘Follow your heart, don’t do what is expected of you, do what you really want to do, be what you really are’. They were spoken by Dr Elizabeth Harris. She’s put a more positive light on the matter as she paid tribute to a woman, an apprentice motor mechanic called Lauren. Lauren felt that a number of women would like to do what she was doing, but were held back by social convention and outside expectations and she wanted to change that. All this chimed with Dr Harris, who then recalled events, when she herself was doing things to satisfy others’ expectations, rather than just be herself. A question of integrity, you might say. 
Then in today’s passage from Matthew’s Gospel Jesus also directs our attention to the depth of our heart. Not as the best and final arbiter in making good choices in all circumstances, but as a place where our true nature resides. And he warns about the dangers of an unexamined heart, or to use a telling OT phrase, an uncircumcised heart.


To understand this we have to know how ancient Israel thought about the human heart. Their concept of our biological make-up was different from ours. As they had no knowledge of how the brain operated, for them it was the heart, where all the human intellectual activities took place: thoughts, emotions, decision making and control of all physical activities. Coming from this cultural background, it is not surprising that Jesus is not talking about heart versus mind, far less about the superiority of the heart over the mind (which some of the romantic films seem to propound) but about the heart as the centre of the human person; A place, where besides a lot of good emotions, like love and fidelity, honesty and good will, we can also find unexpressed anger and unhealthy desires, distrust of each other and many other negative feelings. You could say, - as someone did say - that the heart is not the solution rather it can be the problem. I know this is a challenging statement around Valentine’s Day, but Jesus gives us the biblical way of understanding the heart while at the same time teaches his Jewish audience about the right observation of the Law.


Matthew gives these teachings as part of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, where Jesus uses some of the ways public speakers often make their points: with exaggeration and hyperbole. It’s not likely that he would have meant it literally when he advised people to tear out their offending eyes, cut off their offending right hand, or that every angry person should be prosecuted. Where would we all be, if that was the case? Even Jesus got angry and we know that there are instances when anger is the only right response. It can be a righteous anger awakened by injustices, by unfair treatment of certain sections of society, by misuse of natural resources etc. Yet, anger can be simply an emotion caused by the fact that we didn’t get our own way on a particular issue. So Jesus highlights the need for us to be aware of what’s going on in our hearts, because it can make us do unexpected things. So, what is going on in our hearts? 


Michelle Lowndes in her poem When I look inside my heart (© By M.S.Lowndes) lists a few things she has found in her heart, which may have a familiar ring to us as well: ‘a passion to always do what’s right, but often missing the mark, feelings of inadequacy to express the God-given things that are there, fear and lack of confidence, a longing to be used by God, but knowing there are many things to be changed. We can add to the list according to our knowledge of our hearts.


Jesus’ concern is that we may be too easy on our hearts. We might think that because we wouldn’t dream of committing murder for example, we can satisfy God’s law, but that’s not how things work in the Kingdom of God. It is what could be called the ‘minimalist’ approach: to do what we can reasonably get away with. Or else, we may think, as many have done before us that Jesus’ demands are too high, well beyond our reach, so we don’t even try. 

But, no, in the Kingdom of God there are no scores kept of what is more or less acceptable. What are the smaller sins or the greater sins. There we are called to look into our hearts and realise that we are all in need of Jesus’ healing touch. And hear the good news that it is provided freely and could be received in faith. In the Kingdom of God there is always hope to be found, even in the midst of great tragedies, like the heart-warming story of the new-born baby and her mother being found alive under the rubble on the fifth day after the Devastating earthquake in Turkey. And no, Jesus’ demands are not impossible, for he demonstrated it in his own life. The Kingdom is, where in gratitude for God’s unconditional love we may be transformed and remade daily into the likeness of Christ. Thanks be to God for the Kingdom and for its herald in Jesus Christ
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