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Texts: Leviticus 19:1-2, 9-18; Psalm 119:33-40; 1 Corinthians 3:10-11, 16-23; 
Matthew 5:38-48

We have been treated these last couple of weeks to the Winter Olympics 
by seeing some of the most athletic and daring performers on the planet. I’m 
not an avid watcher; it has really been my wife who makes sure I stop and see 
some of the highlights. 

These athletes have trained for years, some for a large bulk of their 
young lives for this particular moment. No matter how many times they have 
practiced, trained, or rehearsed for this moment, they have to do it perfect or 
near perfect in this one moment to win the gold medal. 

No matter how many times they have been perfect, it has to be so this 
particular time to win it all. 

The pressure is immense, but therein lies some of the measure of an 
Olympic champion also – the inner strength to remain disciplined, composed, 
and focused in this moment.

Olympic gold reflects a perfection of a certain sort. The kind we have 
come to honor. This sort of perfection means to be flawless, without mistake, 
or close to it. And it is done on a grand scale and rewarded.

It is also the only place in the world where a 28 year old is viewed as “old.”
It is how we think of perfection, isn’t it?  Mistake free, flawless, com-

petition. Competing with the self I’d like to be, competing with the neighbor, 
friend, cousin, person I want to be.

We have a bit of a love/hate relationship with the notion of perfection. 
When the blemishes are covered, we make the grade in school or on that 

work evaluation, when the eyebrows, the hair are just right – we’re happy.
But…when we see those magazines in the checkout line at the grocery 

store with pictures of the workout kings and queens we’re not or the adver-
tisements with the famous people we think we want to look like – we grumble 
or feel less than. 
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We all know the stories of Olympic gold, and we admire them. What 
about those stories of the ones who invested so much and never made it, or 
the one who this year got injured before the opening ceremony, or the one 
who came in last place.

My heart always breaks for these ones. 
You should be glad to hear that this is not the sort of perfection that 

Jesus is talking about here, nor is it the type of holiness of which the Book of 
Leviticus is speaking. 

When we look at Leviticus here, it’s important to remember a lesson 
from cultural anthropologists, those persons who study peoples and civiliza-
tions. One thing they do is examine what the laws and teachings of a society 
prohibit in order to develop a picture of what people were actually doing. In 
other words, they examine the “don’ts” in order to understand the “do’s.” 

Think about the “don’ts” in our society, our schools, our workplace, our 
families, or even our congregations. Don’t break the speed limit. Don’t talk 
in class. Don’t play computer games during working hours. Don’t throw your 
dirty clothes on the floor. Each “don’t” describes actual behavior, or it would 
not be prohibited. You can think of more serious ones than these.

As we read our text, it’s clear then what behaviors were actually hap-
pening among God’s people. Owners of farms and vineyards were harvesting 
all of their crops, reaping to the very edges of [their] field (Leviticus 19:9). 
They would strip [their] vineyards bare gathering even the fallen grapes for 
themselves (Leviticus 19:10).

Others were guilty of stealing, dealing falsely, speaking lies, and using 
God’s name to justify phony promises in order to defraud others (Leviticus 
19:11-12). Some were holding back wages from laborers who had expected to 
be paid at the end of each day’s work. Still others took advantage of the deaf 
and blind (Leviticus 19:13-14). Injustice, slander, family grudges, and favorit-
ism were commonplace (Leviticus 19:15-18).
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There is a short video clip taken in the monkey house of a local zoo. The 
zookeeper placed some of what you might call “monkey delicacies” (banana 
bits, lettuce, and others) into a plastic container with a very tiny opening. 
Then she put the bottle on a table and left the room. Soon, one of the monkeys 
slowly approached the container, reached carefully inside, and grabbed a large 
handful of treats. 

Unfortunately, with its fist full of food, the monkey was unable to remove 
its hand from the container. The monkey would first shake the container, then 
vigorously pound it on the table. This happened time after time, monkey after 
monkey. 

After a training session, the monkeys learned that the only way they 
could get their hands free was to let go of the food. The only way they could 
receive any food was to dump the contents of the bottle on the table, in the 
middle of the other hungry monkeys who were observing. The only way for a 
monkey to taste the gourmet food was to share it with others. 

The lesson is obvious. Even though the experiment is rigged this way, 
maybe the world’s container is smaller than we thought, and it takes sharing 
for everyone to be fulfilled. And, maybe we are only fully satisfied when all 
others receive the same fulfillment. This is one of the points of the lesson 
from Leviticus.

In our Leviticus text, neighbor has nothing to do with geography, that 
is, who lives nearby; rather, neighbor is everyone in the community, especially 
those who are most vulnerable. Notice that it is not that the text says that God 
has preference for such people. In fact it’s clear not to be partial or deferring to 
either the poor or the rich, but rather that treating others justly in a society in 
this way should be the norm for everybody.

The Holiness Code, as this section of Leviticus is known, is then meant 
to instruct the whole community on what life closest to God looks like. It is not 
that by our behaviors, morality, or virtue that we are a holy people. We are a 
holy people because God is holy and these ways after all are how God treats us 
– God’s ways are just, fair, God provides.
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In fact, we see this most clearly in the person and work of Jesus.
This passage from Jesus seems daunting to say the least. Perfect. And 

perfect like God? How can that be?
Is perfection a realistic goal for people and for the world? It sounds uto-

pian, it sounds impossible. It sounds even un-credible. 
Too many of you give yourselves a hard time for not being the perfect 

mother, father, spouse, friend, son, daughter, student, and employee. 
Fortunately, this is not what Jesus is talking about here. For perfect  in 

the original Greek, the New Testament’s original language, the word is telos. 
Telos is a word for progress, growth, development toward a goal. It is 

not about being flawless; rather, it is about being on the road toward what the 
apostle Paul called, “the full stature of Christ.” Maturing. 

That meaning for perfection is challenging enough. Rather than lessen 
the burden for us, it simply changes the conversation. 

Rather than being a mistake-free Olympian, we are talking about im-
proving in our relationships from day to day.

Come to think of it, Olympian athletes might talk in the same way, daily 
progress toward a goal.

Relationships seem to be a thread here for Jesus.
For Leviticus it was the community’s relationship one with another.
For Jesus it is the transformation of relationships.
It is the conversion of enemy to friend. These acts of turning the cheek 

are at once an act of defiance and an asserting of dignity. They are a re-estab-
lishment of a person’s place in the community — I am no longer one who is 
the abused or the victim; I am one who has the same stature as one who was 
considered enemy. 

Perfection/telos then is growing, maturing in relationship with the God 
who is the perfecter of relationship. It is learning to be a reconcile much as 
God is doing with the world in Jesus Christ. Some of what telos means then is 
the perfection, the transformation, of relationships. 
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And it is a daily, lifelong journey. It is growth and development. And it 
is done by the grace of God. Left to our own devices, we would hold on to our 
cloak, slap the cheek of our enemy, and, when a whole world does this, you 
have war, domestic abuse, and violence of all sorts. I don’t have to tell you that 
we have a world full of that.

Be perfect as God is perfect. God is the one who matures us. We don’t 
grow toward that goal with others without being rooted in the relationship 
with God. Horizontal is connected to the vertical. The cross gives us that best 
and most perfect image.

There is a saying from the Talmud, ancient Jewish writings, that says 
that each of us is like a flower over which God’s hands are stretched out just 
above without touching, and the voice is whispering Grow. 

Grow. I love that.
GK Chesterton said, “Real development is not leaving things behind, as 

on a road, but drawing life from them as a root.” 
Real growth and maturity is the continuing perfection of relationships, 

all relationships, enemies and friends, communities and nations.
This is what makes church divisions so tragic. It severs relationships 

that each of us need. And severed for the sake of what? A purer version of one-
self, of the Gospel, as either interprets it? This I am convinced pains the heart 
of God who desires that we do the hard work of reconciling one to another. 
There are no winners in division, only loss.

Discipleship, a life going on to perfection, as our Methodist founder John 
Wesley called it, means a life-long journey being sanctified, made holy, drawn 
together in more perfect love.

So if the goal here is to grow and not stagnate, then it’s probably a good 
time to ask ourselves: Am I growing? 

Am I better with my relationship with God and others than 10 years ago? 
Is my life marked by sharing or holding on, is it marked by truth or lies? 

Is it known for divisions or reconciliations?
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Have I matured in a life of prayer, or did my relationship with God stop 
developing some time back?

What about my financial stewardship, my commitment to serve others, 
my household?

Frederick Buechner, one of my favorite writers, in Listening to Your Life, 
asks a series of questions designed to help us think about where we have been 
and where we are going. I pass them on to you.

If you had only one last message to leave to the handful of people who 
are most important to you, what would it be, in twenty-five words or less?

Of all the things you have done in your life, which is the one you would 
most like to undo? Which is the one that makes you happiest to remember?

Is there any person in the world, or any cause, that if circumstances 
called for it, you would be willing to die for?

All signs of maturity I think.
And finally, if this were the last day of your life, what would you do 

with it?
Rather than an exotic trip or parachuting out of an airplane, the things that 

usually make that list, maybe the answer should be leaving the extra grapes lying 
around, reconciling with the longstanding enemy, telling the truth, giving away 
the shirt on my back.

It doesn’t happen in a day or a week, but the pursuit of this kind of life, this 
kind of perfection, is worth pursuing for a life time because the prize of such a life is 
so rewarding now and in a life to come.

Perfection as pursuit of a worthy goal? 
To circle back, the Christian life might be more like the Olympian’s journey 

than I first thought.
In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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