
Radical Choices 
 

Deuteronomy 30: 15-20 Matthew 5: 21-37 
 
 Radical choices. Disruptive learning, Flipping the script. The lectionary passages 
continue to thump on this theme.  Renaissance man guru Bryant McGill says: The more 
something upsets you, the more it is meant for you. When it no longer upsets you, it is 
no longer needed because the lesson is complete. So, the lesson continues. 
 
 I’d mentioned the Invisibilia podcast episode called “Flip the Script.” The episode 
started by telling the story about how, one night, a group of friends were having a 
backyard dinner party. Everyone was having a good time when suddenly, a man 
appeared armed with a gun. Pointing the gun at the guests, he told them to give him 
their money. No one really had any money with them. Panic. Fear. This is it. 
 

They attempted to reason with him and dissuade him. Their efforts were met with 
more aggression from the man as tensions escalated. It was looking really desperate. 

 
One in the group then took the bold and courageous action, perhaps in 

resignation to their fate, to invite the gunman to sit down and share a glass of wine with 
them and join in their dinner party. “It was like flipping a switch” was the comment 
from one of the guests. Indeed, the gunman’s tension quickly eased. Then he sat down, 
had a glass of wine, and they all began to talk. The tension began to diffuse. The man 
became less aggressive, shared some of his story, and eventually apologized before 
leaving. The gun was discovered not far away, very deliberately and visibly placed to be 
found, an unmistakable sign that this was not a course of action he was likely to repeat. 

 
How different it could have been if one of the guests had been armed. How 

different it could have been if they continued to argue against his intent. How different it 
was when they welcomed the stranger. How different it was when they changed their 
attitude to invitation, to listening, and to paying attention. 

 
Flipping the script is standard procedure in conflict resolution. Someone comes 

at you like a tornado, blaring accusations, raging about your faults and errors, and 
uttering thinly veiled threats. If you respond in kind, like you might be tempted, 
insisting that they’re all wrong, correcting their story, and justifying everything that 
they’ve condemned, you simply feed the beast. Don’t run away, try to shut them down, 
exercise your authority, throw them out, or try to ignore them. Nothing gets resolved 
and your ticked off colleague is still smarting even though they’ve dumped their load for 
the time being. Instead, conflict consultants say, flip the script from what you might 
normally do.  

 
Listen patiently and thoughtfully, looking directly and attentively at them while 

the storm rages. Storms eventually subside and spend themselves. When the right 
moment comes, invite them to sit down and tell you more because you want to hear the 
whole story, even inviting them to tell it again. What a difference this makes. 

 



Flipping the script provides a whole new perspective, and that’s what scripture 
seems to be constantly teaching us as we encounter sacred values colliding with a 
profane, sinful world. 

 
Turning to Deuteronomy, God is trying to convince his people that it’s in their 

best interests to follow the ways God has set forth, to be obedient to God’s Law. The 
people are about to enter the Promised Land after having been enslaved in Egypt, 
having been freed by the mighty acts of God against Pharaoh, and having trekked the 
wilderness for years in preparation for this day. Yet God knows from experience that 
when making choices, these people don’t often choose the way God wants. They have 
their own ideas that they esteem more highly than God’s ideas. If they’re to enjoy the full 
blessings that God intends, there is a particular way that they need to conduct 
themselves. It’s a choice they need to make, and it’s a radical choice. 
 
 God makes it clear that God’s way leads to life and prosperity; not following God’s 
way will lead to death and destruction. Apart from the this-and-that of the Law and its 
statutes, God particularly wants this people to be faithful to God alone, and not let other 
gods, other powers, other distractions, other temptations, or other promises detract 
from their focus of faithfulness to God and God’s Law alone. It really gets down to the 
decisions and the choices that people will make day in and day out. If they’re attentive to 
God and God’s word, then they should do wonderfully. If they turn their attention away 
from God and get led into false promises, vanities, and futilities, they’ll squander their 
promise, and lose the blessings they might have.  
 
 God urges them to choose God’s way, to choose life and blessings. God says; 
Choose life so that you and your children may live, and that you may love the Lord 
your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast to him. It’s all about being faithful in their 
relationship with God. All the commandments and the laws and the teachings have a 
single purpose at their core. That is to be faithful in their relationship with God. 
 
 But the laws of God as laid out in Deuteronomy make it clear that having a 
faithful relationship with God is not a singular act in and of itself. A simple declaration 
of faith is not sufficient. Indeed, religious devotion, no matter how utterly faithful, 
precise, diligent, pious, whatever: when that religious devotion to God is disconnected 
from a faithful relationship with sisters and brothers, it is a corruption. The relationship 
with God is the basis for relationship with all others. If that connection isn’t made, 
expect to hear about it. All matters of faith must be woven together into one’s living, 
unified in a lifestyle that is faithful to God and to neighbor and to all life in creation. 
These aren’t separate compartments; they’re all what forms the kingdom of God. 

 
This unitary view of the kingdom is one reason that Jesus insists earlier in the 

Sermon on the Mount that not one word of God’s Law shall pass away, be eclipsed or be 
disregarded. God’s Word is eternal, but this Word cannot be summed up entirely by 
language or actions or beliefs. It is more of a way, a path, a lifestyle embraced.  
 

Throughout the ages, legalists, fundamentalists, literalists, not simply Jews but 
Christians and Muslims and frankly anybody with a scriptural tradition has had narrow-



minded dingbats who insist that it must be this way, not that way, and that this way is 
the only way, and to not do it this way, for it is an abomination punishable by … death.  

 
This isn’t God’s word or way; this is what some self-righteous, self-entitled 

authority has decided is what must be obeyed. That it’s disconnected from the unity of 
God’s way makes no difference to this person because they’re a bloody dingbat. They’ve 
never thought through what may be God’s motivation to have some obscurely peculiar 
command. They simply see it and hit people over the head with it. Dingbats. 

 
Now Jesus knows all about dingbats. (Dingbats appear very early on the human 

evolutionary ladder.) Jesus really has no use for them – not surprise. The problem is 
that the dingbats are in charge. The scribe and Pharisee dingbats have been squinting at 
the Law, trying to figure out how to make it do-able and live-able. They haven’t 
recognized the unity of God’s good will and purpose that forms the whole reason there 
is a Law. Knowing these folks have been spreading their legalistic opinions around like 
rich manure, Jesus has to up-the-game on his teaching to break people out of the useless 
verbiage that the dingbats have created. 

 
Remember we left off last week with Jesus saying to his listeners: Unless your 

righteousness surpasses that of the [dingbat] Pharisees and the teachers of the Law, 
you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven. Jesus has to get them to grasp this 
radical surpassing righteousness. He wants them to begin making decisions and choices 
that will set them in the life path that God desires, not the dingbat opinions. 

 
He starts by talking about the commandment ‘do not murder.’ Everybody knows 

that one, but Jesus pushes the envelope radically further. But I tell you that … anger 
[with another] … is subject to judgment. Anyone who says to someone, Raca [or 
dingbat] gets a date in court. Call someone [a fool] and you risk the fire of hell. That’s a 
good start. 

 
He continues. If there’s a rift between you and a brother when you’re offering a 

gift on the altar in the Jerusalem Temple, you need to drop everything, journey back 
home to Galilee, get it straight, and then journey back to Jerusalem and finish making 
the offering. He’s on a roll now. 

 
If you’re suing someone or being sued by someone, you need to get it settled 

before you go into court because your loss could be far greater if you lose your case. See 
how far your righteous pride gets you. 

 
He reminds them of the command against adultery, but then says that any man 

even looking at woman lustfully is already convicted. Every man here is judged and 
condemned. No trial needed; we’re all toast. That’s radical. But Jesus isn’t done yet. 

 
If your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away; it is better for 

you to lose one of your body parts than for your whole body to be thrown into hell. And 
if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away; it is better for you to 
lose one of your body parts than for your whole body to go into hell. 



 
 Jesus has gotten the crowd’s attention now. Having been used to teachers 
spouting legalisms, the crowd is taken aback by these radical, sweeping, and even brutal 
teachings. That’s the whole idea. We don’t need to rush to a commentary to figure out 
that Jesus is using ‘shock talk’ to wake up his audience. He wants them to see beyond 
the jot and tittle of the Law and the legalists. God’s expectations for his people – what’s 
demanded by the kingdom of God – is not some scrupulous hand-wringing about 
technicalities. Rather it’s a radically new way of thinking, particularly in regards to how 
we conduct and maintain our relationships. Whatever we do should be done in the light 
of God’s relationship to us, a level of righteousness, what the Pharisees and teachers 
have never truly consider. 
 
 He continues, talking about divorce and about oaths, but the point has been 
made. There is an extreme righteousness that God has in mind in the Torah-Law, but 
simply reading the Law and obeying it, as the religious authorities have instructed, 
misses the whole point.  
 

Murder comes from anger which comes a sense of superiority and righteousness. 
The gift for God at the altar is a corruption if you aren’t reconciled with your brother or 
sister. The same with the one who seeks the court to prove their righteousness. The 
adulterer has lustful thoughts long before the act of adultery. So, the man who divorces 
his wife is not righteous, but creates a whole string of sinfulness. (Notice: burden on the 
man, not the woman. Jesus’ feminist side?) Each instance shows the need for a radical 
righteousness in relationships with others before God. 

 
Jesus awaken his listeners to the radical difference between the rule of Law and 

the spirit of the Kingdom. On one hand, they will recognize their sinfulness before God 
without a doubt – at least the lustful men. But it also awakens them to their complete 
dependence on God’s grace for any righteousness. That awareness of God’s grace is a 
powerful awareness of how human relations must be defined, too. 

 
Don’t feel it’s necessary to go home and pluck out your eye or cut off your right 

hand, but know that the word of God is not for legalistic abuse either. In seeking the 
Spirit of God and the way of the Kingdom, we need to be faithful, to make the radical 
choice for life and blessings – the whole point. 
 


