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Epiphany 6A: Deuteronomy 30:15-20, Psalm 119:1-8, 1 Corinthians 3:1-9, 
Matthew 5:21-27 

Two impending big events serve as the inspiration for this morning: the Superbowl and 
Valentine’s Day. We’ll look at the readings through the two very different lens of football 
and our cardiovascular system. I am an informed expert on neither football nor anatomy 
and physiology, so feel free to take these reflections with a grain of salt. Last week’s 
gospel said for us to be salt and light, so salt fits right into the theme, too, on this 6th 
Sunday of Epiphany. 

First, football: This gospel from Matthew invokes a bit of an “oh my” with this very long 
list of shall nots and being liable to the hell of fire. It has sometimes (often?) been read 
as a bunch of don’ts that if you do (on purpose or by accident) mean that you are on the 
outs with God. Common takeaways include (a) the church is all about criticism and 
judgment (b) when we struggle with these or other things, it’s a sign that we need to try 
harder to rise above all that or (c) we 21st century modern day folk can ignore these 
pesky passages because they are very old school and we are way beyond these rules and 
this language. This is where football comes in. I wonder if we might actually see this 
gospel as a playbook. 

Every player on the field today knows what Plan A is: keep passing the ball down the 
field at every opportunity to score touchdowns to win the game. But the reality is that 
there are many plays and plans and when you’re in the game, the strategy that works 
best is to be nimble enough to respond in the moment, to adjust and adapt, so that in 
the moment, whatever gets thrown at you or happens, you’re ready to respond. And 
things happen, so that ability to respond in the moment is what makes the game. In 
some sense, Matthew is quarterback here. His language might be construed as over the 
top or exaggerated to pump us up, while introducing us to the playbook, and giving 
some concrete ideas of what to strive for, knowing full well that life will unfold in 
unexpected ways. And he gives some playbook ideas on the next best moves, when faced 
with inevitable obstacles. Ideas on what will allow us to not just dodge the obstacles, but 
move with hope. For example, one possible play: when healing in relationship is needed, 
offer your gift at the altar and seek reconciliation. 

The gospel and all of these readings today—while seemingly severe or so aspirational as 
to be unrealistic—are actually deep affirmations of our humanity. The Collect—the 
opening prayer—acknowledges “our mortal nature.” As people made in God’s image, 
when things don’t often go according to Plan A—and let’s face it, they rarely do—we are 
actually freed up—liberated if you will—to acknowledge that we are indeed human and 
that all others are also human. As people who seek to follow Jesus’s way, we have made 
a common commitment to continually assess the impact of our choices, individually and 
as a community. To work together, all in God’s field (I did not make that up), no one 
above the other, as Paul says in Corinthians. 



That brings me to the anatomy and physiology or heart-centered perspective on these 
readings. Over the past ten years, I have been intrigued by research on the relationship 
between the vagus nerve and the heart. The vagus nerve first came on my radar when I 
was coordinating service opportunities at school. For many years, the assumption was 
that the youngest children didn’t have the skills to either understand serious issues 
facing the world or get involved in a way that might truly have meaning for them or 
others. It was hard going bringing people on board with the notion that, regardless of 
age, the desire and ability to choose to get involved and make a difference was present 
for people and worth nurturing. Along came an article in the New York Times on the 
vagus nerve— the nerve that connects our brains to our hearts that plays a huge role in 
both brain and heart health and development. When the vagus nerve is stimulated, 
empathy develops. So choosing extend ourselves for others—for friends and strangers, 
for people, animals and the earth—engaging in meaningful activity to make a difference 
in this world, matters for all of us, regardless of our age. 

More recent research indicates that eating certain foods, breathing, meditating, singing 
and laughter stimulate the vagus nerve and make our entire system come 
alive, so almost everything we do together as a faith community wakes us up to God in 
this world. (Last week, after the beautiful / electrifying service at St. Stephen’s, I had an 
image of Highway 525 as the vagus nerve of Whidbey.) 

Susan Cain, in her newest book, Bittersweet: How Sorrow and Longing Make Us 
Whole, makes the connection between the many choices we make and longing as being 
at the heart of our humanity. She says, “The most fundamental aspect of being human is 
the longing to live in a more perfect and beautiful world than the one that we live in 
now.” This has been a hard week to watch the suffering of so many others on the other 
side of the world, so the longing for a more perfect world is very real. We are all subject 
to illness and aging, breakups and bereavement, plagues and wars, sorrow and pain that 
has resulted from our own actions and those of others. She says, “We experience our 
deepest states of love, happiness, awe and creativity precisely because life is imperfect, 
not in spite of the fact.” She describes longing as an active state that actually prompts us 
to take action, going so far as to say, “The place you suffer…is the same place you care 
profoundly—care enough to act.” 

So if I look at the readings from a place of longing for the reign of God to be more fully 
realized, they aren’t setting up an unattainable standard of perfection, but rather a 
roadmap to health and wholeness of how to connect with others and God. All of the 
readings are rooted in an acknowledgement that life is imperfect and yet our longing to 
be connected to community, to be in reconciling relationships, to see the face of God 
urges us on. One of the most quoted lines from Saint Augustine (not of Canterbury, but 
of Hippo) captures this longing to choose life: “You have made us for yourself O Lord 
and our heart is restless until it rests in you.” Instead of denying the difficulties or 
encouraging us to judge ourselves for missteps we have made in relationships, we are 
beckoned to know that God is with us, lovingus, leading us into fuller life, to “choose 
life” as Deuteronomy says, which may or may not include watching the Superbowl and 
eating a chocolate or two on Valentine’s Day. 



  

 


