The wisdom of God may be, in the words of St. Paul, “mysterious and hidden,” but the wisdom of God is not complex! While it may not seem like it, Jesus’ words in today’s Gospel actually make this clear, for they show us that he has come to, in the words of the Psalmist,  “instruct us in the way of God’s statutes” and “to open our eyes to the wonder of the Law.” How do His words do this?

They do this first, by expanding our understanding of the ultimate intent and consequences of the Old Covenant’s law.  Moses had presented to the People of Israel the decrees and precepts of the Lord as a concrete way in which the Israelites could “choose life.” Because the Law reached into every aspect of their lives, it served as a constant reminder that they were God’s people. Thus, remaining firm in the ways of God and observing them exactly, ensured a righteousness that would only be surpassed by the coming of the Son of Man and the gift of His Spirit. The Law could be described as a means of salvation insofar as it prevented people from acting unjustly socially, sexually, economically, physically and spiritually. The Law was a safeguard against the “licentiousness of sin.” The Law offered a deeper, fuller experience of life because it secured people in their relationship with God. That is why Jesus begins today’s gospel by reminding his disciples that he has come not to “abolish but to fulfill.” 

The second way in which Jesus’ words reveal that the wisdom of God is not complex has to do with his insistence that the fulfillment of the law depends upon our willingness to take the initiative in terms of our relationships with others. The smallest part of a letter of the law will not pass away until each believer comes to understand that the life God offers depends upon our ability to see beyond ourselves, recognizing the needs of others and responding to them. The fulfillment of the Law and prophets depends upon our willingness to love in the self-same way that Jesus loves us. Love, after all, is the essence of being human, and everything about the law and all the words of the Prophets not only established this truth, they continue to affirm it. In fact, the Law structured human life so that the truth and beauty and dignity of being human could be manifest. 

But taking the initiative is only possible to the extent that we are not putting ourselves and our needs first. Truly seeing others frees us from that “lust” which looks at and defines others solely according to their limitations, failures, weaknesses and sin. Truly seeing others is a prerequisite to living the command to love and demands from us a willingness to rid ourselves of all obstacles that prevent us from doing so. The precepts of the Law were intended to be a practical means of avoiding all that which complicates and frustrates our ability to love as we have been commanded.  

Jesus fulfills the aim of the Law by explaining to his disciples, and therefore to us, that the greatest obstacle to loving one’s neighbors is never the neighbor; the greatest obstacle to loving one’s neighbor is only to be found within one’s own heart. Jesus therefore tethers loving one’s neighbor to the altar. No gift should be brought to the altar if the heart of the giver is weighed down by problems with a brother or sister. Concerns about “an opponent” prevent our gifts from being the best we have to give. We can’t make a suitable offering to God until all conflicts and anxious worries have been settled.

Jesus backs this up by also linking anger to the commandment against killing. In doing so, he expands his disciple’s knowledge of the Law by reminding them that the frustrations that give rise to anger usually stem from feeling that one has not been treated as one would like to be treated. The failure of others to satisfy expectations can instill deep seated resentments, which really just fuel “the fires of Gehenna.” Although Jesus words are not to be taken literally, it truly would be better to enter the kingdom “without one of our members,” having suffered and endured anything so as not to let the urges and drives of our bodies restrict or limit our ability to love our neighbor as ourselves. Jesus’ dramatic words about plucking out an eye or cutting off a hand underscore just what is at stake: human fulfillment can only be experienced through a vision of and responsiveness to others that perfectly reflects the truth that we were created in love, we were created by Love and we were created for love. Nothing else can truly satisfy the deepest desires of our hearts. 

Yet, we all know how difficult it was for the people to adhere to the precepts of the Law, just as we know how difficult it can be for us at times to love as we have been created and called to love. It isn’t always easy to see others with the same purity of vision as Christ, who sees us as his brothers and sisters and as sons and daughters of the Father. So he has sent the Holy Spirit as a gift that guarantees our ability to live according to the true essence of our humanity. 

St. Paul has this in mind when he reminds the Corinthians that they possess the Holy Spirit precisely that they might “scrutinize the ways of God,” knowing the “hidden wisdom” for themselves as something that perfectly resonates with how they long to live in Christ Jesus. Because the Spirit has been given to us we can never say to the Lord, “I cannot live this way!” “I cannot love my neighbor as myself!” The Spirit has been given to us so that we can understand the plan of God which then enables us to confidently live the love that is the fulfillment of our being, the love that is the fulfillment of the Law and the prophets. 

The Law was given at Sinai so that, in God’s own words, “You might be Holy as I am holy” (Leviticus 11:44). In today’s gospel, Jesus explains for his disciples that the original intent of the Law has not been abrogated or abolished, but is now, in Him fulfilled. He will spend his entire life modeling for us its ultimate meaning; all the way to the Cross. The “hidden mysterious” wisdom of God is not complex because the love of God revealed in Jesus the Son is as simple as saying, “I love you no matter what!” Fulfilling the smallest part of the smallest letter of the law is not an impossible task. It only requires that we first let Christ love us. If the rulers of this or any age “would have known it, they would never have crucified the Lord of Glory.”

