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Sermon – February 13, 2011 

―CPR for the Soul: Let Your Yes Mean Yes‖ 

Rev. Gwen Drake 
 

 

Scripture Reading:   Matthew 5:21-37 

 

Today’s scripture reading is a continuation of the Sermon on the Mount.  And the preface 

to today’s passage is really verse 20 which was read last week.  Verse 20 says, “…Unless 

your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and the Pharisees, you will never enter the 

kingdom of heaven.”  Then at the end of the chapter, it says, “You must be perfect, as 

your heavenly Father is perfect.”  I don’t know about you, but this is not helpful stuff for 

me.  Jesus is talking to the disciples, getting personal, and now he is getting tough.  He is 

comparing the disciples to the moral achievers of his day, the scribes and Pharisees.  And 

then Jesus measures them up against the perfection of God.  What’s Jesus doing here!     

 

Between these two instructions about perfection and exceeding righteousness, Jesus gives 

some examples, illustrations.  That’s what we heard today. 

 

The first example has to do with conflict, dealing with people we don’t like, difficult 

people.  Jesus says, you know the Law, it says, do not murder.  I am telling you, do not be 

angry with them.  What’s more, do not say nasty things about them.  Now, I don’t know 

about you, but sometimes I just need to vent, sometimes I am angry and that’s all there is 

to it.  Or, I stuff my anger, which I am an expert at. So what is Jesus wanting here?  To be 

nice all the time?   

 

So, Jesus explains:  If you are going to church to be reconciled with God and you 

remember you are angry with your neighbor, first, go and be reconciled with your 

neighbor.  Reconciliation.  Jesus is talking about reconciliation.  That is much more than 

refraining from killing each other, although that may be the very first step.  Jesus is 

telling his disciples and us, you are here to reconcile and reconciliation begins with you.  

The vision Jesus has is that of community.  Our mission is to build community.  Our 

mission is to be a reconciling community….that is so much more than refraining from 

killing each other. 
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The next example Jesus talks about is about women.  Jesus said, the Law says, “Do not 

commit adultery.”  What Jesus said next was a very radical concept in his day.  It feels 

rather archaic to us, today; however, Jesus was living in a time when women were treated 

like property, disposable property.  Women were divorced for trivial reasons.  Women 

were looked at as objects rather than equal human beings.  What Jesus was saying here at 

the very beginning of his ministry and was teaching to his disciples was:  it is a sin 

against God to treat women as if they existed only to serve the needs of men.  Jesus was 

eradicating sexism and the abuse of women from the very beginning of his ministry.  He 

was going beyond the law and saying you need to treat women with dignity and respect 

and equality.   

 

The third illustration is about swearing, taking oaths and vows.  This example is deeply 

rooted in the context of the first century culture.  Some Christians have taken this literally 

and will not say oaths to anything, not even the pledge of allegiance to the flag.  We need 

to listen at a much deeper level.  Jesus was talking about trust and integrity, about 

keeping your word, about your yes being yes and your no being no.  No “buts.”  No 

manipulating.  No telling only half the truth to make yourself look good.  No avoiding the 

truth either.  You know what I mean.  Not saying anything at all can also be an avoidance 

to the truth.  Jesus was talking about building community and you can’t do that without 

integrity and trust and honesty. 

 

These are three examples of what Jesus was trying to teach and do.  He said he came to 

fulfill the Law and the Law prevents us from harming each other.  Thou shalt not kill.  

Thou shalt not swear falsely.  Thou shalt not commit adultery.  Most of us do pretty well 

with the Ten Commandments.  They are important.  They are basic.  The Ten 

Commandments are about law and order.  However, Jesus did not teach us to simply 

establish law and order and follow rules.  Jesus came to teach us to be more, a lot more.  

Jesus came to redeem the world, to redeem us.  Redemption is more than keeping law and 

order in our lives—a lot more!  Redemption may involve the work of reconciliation, the 

work of treating all of creation with dignity and respect, the work of truth-telling and 

honesty because Jesus came to build community between enemies, between the insiders 

and outsides, between the clean and unclean.  He was telling this to the disciples.  And 

today’s disciples are us.  This work needs to begin with us.  It is deep work, transforming 

work.  It is soul work—CPR of the soul. 

 

So,  listen deeply to what Jesus is saying to us, listen with your hearts.   Jesus loved to 

say: You have heard that it was said and he would state a common, accepted law or 

belief.  And then he said, “But I say to you…”  And out of his mouth would come 

something startling and challenging and beyond what was normally accepted.  He said it 

AND he embodied it, he lived it.   
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Jesus yearned for community.  His teachings were not about following rules for the sake 

of the rules.  His life was about honoring relationships—honoring our neighbors.  And 

this work starts with our own souls, honoring ourselves. 

 

Maybe we wanted Jesus to be more than that.  Why couldn’t Jesus have been this blast of 

raw power from God who came to sweep away all our enemies as well as all our doubts?   

Instead we have this steady hand of mercy, we have this physician of the sick, and this 

seeker of the marginalized.  We have that commandment that says we are to love 

ourselves and our neighbors.  Here Jesus is again, making it personal.  Asking us to 

search our hearts.  Commanding us to love ourselves.  I think Jesus gave us a most 

difficult thing to do:  love.  It’s not easy, that’s for sure.  And not only that—we are 

commanded to love our neighbors.  How do we do that, anyway?  And Jesus gave us 

three examples: through reconciliation, through honoring everyone, and through telling 

the truth.  Let your yes be yes and your no be no.  What is your yes?  What is your no? 

  

After the floods in Honduras several years ago, two paramedics left their jobs in the 

United States and drove all the way down to Honduras to help pull bodies out of the mud.  

They did not speak the language.  They did not know where they would stay when they 

got there.  They did even go to save lives.  They were finding dead people—for the 

families, for the living, so they could have a burial for their loves ones. 

 

In the Midwest, a hay farmer had a really good year, a lucky summer.  He ended up with 

more hay than he needed, more than he could store in his barn.  He heard about a Native 

American reservation in the next state that had been hit hard by a drought.  Their cows 

were starving.  The farmer loaded up his truck and spent several days delivering tons of 

free hay to people who wondered what part of heaven he had dropped out of. 

 

A woman found her way to an orphanage in Russia, where she and her husband adopted a 

baby boy.  As they walked through the gates of that place toward their rented car, she 

heard a little girl crying in Russian, “Good-bye, Momma.  Good bye, Pappa.”  When she 

got home, this mother started something called the StarFish Group, a nonprofit agency 

that is now dedicated to leading “unfound” parents in this country to their children in 

Russia. 

 

These are tons of stories of people who were living their life as usual and then something 

happened….they found something they were passionate about and they honored their 

passion.  They did not have to do what they did.  They listened to their hearts and 

followed their passion.  They did something they loved doing.  They let their yes be yes 

and their no be no. 

 

Abraham Maslow, a pioneer of the Human Potential Movement said very wisely, “If all 

you have is a hammer, everything looks like a nail.”  Jesus did not come to be a hammer, 

even though he may have been a carpenter like his father.  He was not a fixer at all.  
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Although some have seen him that way.  I challenge you to see him as so much more.  

Because if we see Jesus as a fixer it means we see ourselves as broken.  I believe Jesus 

saw people already whole and his role was to call their wholeness forth.  Jesus called 

people into the fullness of the humanity.  And Jesus did not call us to be fixers either.  

Seeing ourselves as a fixer means we see brokenness everywhere, and that is living a life 

in judgment.  That’s not living.  That’s dying a very slow death.  Also, when we try to fix 

others, we fail to see their hidden wholeness.  We fail to trust the integrity of their life.  

Fixers only trust their own expertise.  That’s why I believe Jesus was not fixer, he was a 

coach.  He saw unborn wholeness in others.  He collaborated with it and strengthened it 

so they could see it in themselves, maybe for the first time.  Fixing others is denying and 

diminishing the power and mystery of life in others.  People don’t need fixing.  People 

need to discover that life is holy, in themselves and others.  When we run around fixing 

others and always putting ourselves in the role of helping others, we will burn out 

because it is draining work.  Instead we need to find our passion, our love, and give 

ourselves in service, with generosity, connecting with others, connecting with life in a 

way that sustains us and blesses us.  It’s living our lives from a different perspective, the 

perspective of believing in others.  You are the expert of your own life.  You are not the 

expert of your neighbor’s life or anyone’s life—just yours.  So find a way to love your 

life and do that.  You know what you love, what fulfills you, what gives you meaning, 

what makes you happy. 

 

Fixers are also people who crave certainty in their lives.  We all would like some 

certainty in our lives—it is very human of us to want certainty.  However, life is 

uncertain, life is a gamble.  No matter how masterful we are at what we do, sooner or 

later we will come to the edge of all that we can control and it is there on that edge we 

will find our yes, our passion, our life.  One wise professor said, “There is no certainty; 

there is only adventure.  Even stars explode.”    

 

We are living with uncertainty right now, in our church.   You don’t know who will be 

your pastor on July 1
st
, when the great United Methodist shuffle takes place.  There is 

anxiety, a desire to fix this United Methodist process called appointments, a fear of the 

unknown.  And I would love to fix the anxiety.  My rescuer shows up in me, which is 

another kind of fixer.  When, really, I know that we will get through this time in our own 

different ways.  Some of us have been through this uncertainty enough times to know it 

will pass.  What is important in this process is to honor each other and stay connected to 

each other.  This is life.  There is no certainty in life.  This is one of those places that 

brings us right up to the edge.  We can fear it.  Or, we can embrace it.  There is no 

certainty; there is only adventure.  What a perspective.   

 

So, like it says on the back of your bulletin.  Your homework is to consider the statement, 

“God wants you to be happy.”   So listen to your heart.  Do what you love to do, YOU.  

Not what someone else expects of you.  God yearns for you to be and do what inspires 

you, a deep calling from within you, something that stirs your soul.  Do something that 
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makes your heart beat faster, something thrilling and exciting.  It doesn’t have to be 

something big either.  It needs to be something that resonates deep within you—brings 

you to life.  It’s not about maintaining law and order in your life, I guarantee you.  It’s 

about relationship, being reconciled, feeling a sense of belonging.  It’s about wholeness.  

It’s about being the expert of your own life.  It is about a deep honoring of yourself and 

therefore the honoring of all of life.  It’s about being true to yourself, by telling the truth 

and letting your yes be yes and your no be no.   

 

You know, I am so grateful that Jesus didn’t swoop in and rescue us and fix us, 

because it wouldn’t have helped us at all.  It would have been one of those top down 

fixes and we wouldn’t have learned a thing.  Instead, Jesus made it a challenge for us.  

Love God, love yourself, and love your neighbor.  What can be more challenging than 

that?  Jesus said that, gave a few examples, lived his life like that, and then told us to 

figure it out ourselves because we are totally capable. We already have the answers to 

our life inside us.  So, let your yes be yes.  And your no be no.  Amen.     

 

Pastoral Prayer— 

 

Gracious and loving God,  we praise you for the mystery of our hearts and souls.  We 

praise you for the mysery of love.  We praise you for creation and seasons and the 

rhythm of life.  We praise you for this day and another chance to live and love. 

 

(bell interlude) 

 

  Thank you, God for friends who stake their claim in my heart.  Thank you for 

enemies who disturb my soul and challenge my judgments.  Thank you for bell ringers 

and piano players and story tellers and dancers.  Thank you for singers and teachers 

and listeners and talkers.  Thank you for scientists and mystics and philosophers and 

theologians and peace-makers  Thank you for gardeners and carpenters and project 

managers and team players and revolutionaries.  Thank you for another chance to live 

and love. 

 

(bell interlude) 

 

You listen deeply to us, our words, our prayers, our joys, our silence, our breathing.  

You know what we are passionate about, you know if we are living as fully as we can.  

You know our hopes and dreams, even if we have buried them deep.  You call us 

forth, O God.  You believe in us.  You yearn for us to be fully ourselves, not for the 

sake of the world—for the sake of ourselves, our souls.  Call us forth, O God, to be a 

blessing.  Bless us and inspire us to say yes or to say no.  In the name of Jesus we pray 

together:  Our Father…. 

 

(bell interlude)    


