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Thirteenth Sunday after Trinity 2015 

(Evensong) 

Exodus 12: 21 – 27; Matthew 4: 23 – 5: 20 

 

So, we’re back in jot and tittle land.  This morning u 

referred both at 8.00am and 10.30am to Jesus saying 

that he came not to remove one jot or tittle from the 

Law.  At 10.30am people even had to put up with my 

Ken Dodd impression as I said “What a fine day, what 

a fine day for removing a jot or a tittle!”  And here we 

are again this evening with what reads like a hall of 

fame of memorable Bible phrases from Matthew 

chapter 5.  There’s the jot and tittle itself; there’s don’t 

hide your lamp under a bushel; there’s the salt of the 

earth; and then there’s the whole of the Beatitudes:  

Blessed are the poor in heart, for theirs is the Kingdom 

of heaven, and all the rest of it. 

 

Seven years ago I had the real privilege of spending 

two weeks in Jerusalem studying at the Centre for 

Holocaust Research.  We spent six hours a day sitting 

in classrooms, working hard, but over the weekend 

between the two weeks we were taken to some of the 

sights people go to when they visit the Holy Land on 

pilgrimage. 

 

Up until that point I’d never felt that going to biblical 

sights in the Holy Land was at all appealing.  I’d 

always felt that it seemed to miss the point of the living 

word of God to reduce it to archaeological speculation 

about mere artefacts and bits of rubble.  And I suppose 

that argument ought to have been at its most powerful 

when we were taken to the sight where it’s said Jesus 

preached the Sermon on the Mount, what’s in 

Matthew Chapter 5. 

 

The argument ought to have been at its most powerful 

because it’s a nonsense to suggest that there’s a 

particular place where the Sermon on the Mount 

occurred.  Scholars reckon there wasn’t a particular 

afternoon when Jesus sat down and said all these 

things in one go; as if someone was there with a 
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Dictaphone recording every word and faithfully 

transcribing a verbatim record of it into the Gospel. 

 

Matthew chapter 5 was written decades after the 

events it recollects and what it is, is a compendium of 

the sort of thing Jesus taught when he sat down and 

started teaching.  That’s why it’s so full of memorable 

phrases:  they’re the ones that got remembered.  There 

were probably yards and yards that didn’t make it into 

the Bible – there was three years’ worth of the stuff – 

and this is just the bits that made it into the record; 

the bits that summarise the ethos of our Lord’s 

teaching and have all the lovely, pithy phrases in them. 

 

But when I went to the Sermon on the Mount site on a 

hillside overlooking Lake Galilee, I had to repent of my 

previous view.  OK, Jesus probably never sat there and 

even if he had, he probably didn’t give the first recital 

of the text of Matthew chapter 5.  But even so, there 

was something awe-inspiring about being there and 

thinking that this is the sort of place where Jesus did 

sit down and say the sort of thing that’s in Matthew 

Chapter 5.  It somehow brought it all alive and made it 

real – even if the church on the site was built in the 

1930s by Mussolini – and I can’t now read the Sermon 

on the Mount without thinking of that visit to that 

hillside. 

 

And that’s what this evening’s readings are all about:  

passing on the message and keeping it alive.  This 

morning I was talking about the rules we find in the 

Bible.  I was trying to maintain a perfectly fair balance 

between the usefulness of rules and recognising the 

dangers inherent in having too rigidly a rules-based-

mentality.  I guess I did ultimately come down on the 

side, though, of entertaining a healthy cynicism about 

rules and not allowing them to get in the way of the 

Spirit doing something new.  I spoke of the Bible being 

reinterpreted by successive generations as a tool to 

reimagine how the world might be and to shape 

emerging realities.  
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That only works, though, so long as there’s an integrity 

maintained with what’s being reinterpreted.  There’s a 

classic excerpt from Only Fools and Horses when 

Trigger is saying that he’s been sweeping the roads 

with the same brush for 20 years:  it’s had 13 new 

heads and 5 new handles (or whatever) but he’s so 

proud that he’s kept the same brush.  But the point is 

that the memory of the first brush is preserved and can 

be identified in what’s fit for purpose today. 

 

Moses admonished the people about to be liberated 

from Egypt to keep alive the memory of what had 

happened to them:  “You shall observe this rite as an 

ordinance for you and your sons for ever . . . and when 

your children say to you” what is it all about, you must 

keep on handing down the story.  And we’re still 

handing down the story:  we’ve read it this evening.  

And we’re still handing down the story of the sorts of 

things that Jesus said when he sat down in the sort of 

places that the hillside above Lake Galilee is.  

 

And the sort of things that Jesus said were not 

prescriptions telling folk what they’d got to do and 

how to live their lives:  Jesus speaks of values, of 

attitudes of heart and mind with which to live our 

lives.  He speaks of humility and meekness, of a 

commitment to justice, of mercifulness and purity and 

peaceableness.  And he spoke about the effects of those 

values transforming the wider community, like light in 

darkness and salt in food. 

 

So as we journey on into the unknown, into a rapidly 

changing world we mustn’t try to stop the story from 

unfolding any further.  But we must keep telling the 

story.   

 

Amen. 


