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7th Sunday in Ordinary Time 
Cycle A, 2.23.20 

Leviticus 19:1-2,17-18/                                           
1 Corinthians 3:16-23/Matthew 5:38-48 

YOU ARE THAT BEAUTIFUL TEMPLE 

 The Old Testament can’t seem to 
make up its mind about temples. One 
moment God seemed opposed to them. 
When King David wants to build one in 
Jerusalem, God gets angry and effectively 
says, “Who do you think you are? Do you 
think you can confine God to some holy of 
holies, some sacred box within real estate 
boundaries set by you? I am the Creator of 
the universe. The whole world is my shrine. I 
am present in every part of it. And you want 
to box me in like some pet parakeet so you 
can control me? I won’t stand for it.” So 
David backed off. 

 
 But along came David’s son 
Solomon, who revived the idea and 
apparently this time God said all right and 
took up his abode within the tight quarters 
reserved for him – I guess as a concession 
to Israel’s need to house its God as ornately 
as other nations housed theirs. Still, you get 
the impression that God was a reluctant 
guest, annoyed by the smoke of animal 
sacrifices behind which the Israel’s 
aristocracy might conceal its lack of ethics. 
God’s annoyance gets expressed in the 
oracles of his prophet in terms like “I’ve had 
enough of burnt offerings; I don’t take 
delight in the blood of bulls and sheep. I’d 

rather have you seek justice, correct 
oppression, defend the fatherless.” When 
the situation failed to improve, God finally 
said, “I’m leaving!” and allowed the prophet 
Ezekiel to witness his departure in a 
dramatic scene, a chariot of fire,  as a 
radiant cloud drifting off through the east 
gate of the city into the wide open spaces 
of the Arabian desert – after which invading 
Babylonians leveled both Jerusalem and its 
temple.  
 Still, up went another temple in 
which Israel assumed God would concede 
to dwell again. And then, one day, along 
came Jesus, who within the Temple 
courtyard itself dared to refer to his own 
body as God’s temple, triggering the idea 
that every individual is God’s temple, that 
the sacred is present everywhere – in each 
and every one of us – so that St. Paul can 
say of us in today’s epistle: You are God’s 
temple; the Spirit of God dwells in you. And 
St. Peter can say elsewhere that the true 
temple of God is our community of faith, 
whose members are its living stones. 

 
 And yet we Christians still like to 
build sanctuaries. But we do it in a different 
spirit. For us, a cathedral like Chartres in 
France or our own diocesan Cathedral of 
Christ the Light on Lake Merritt in Oakland 
is not to be seen as an exclusively holy place 
within an otherwise profane world. On the 
contrary, it’s meant to exhibit by way of its 
sculptured saints, columns, vaulted ceilings 
and stained glass windows what God’s 
whole universe must look like to one who 
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has faith. The Cathedral of Chartres or 
Christ the Light do not contradict the 
holiness of the sky, stars, forests, mountains 
and manifold creatures of the world. 
Rather, they display them artistically within 
their own precincts so that when we enter 
we may better comprehend the whole 
universe to be God’s grand cathedral within 
which we must walk and conduct ourselves 
reverently.  
 That’s how the poet Anne Porter felt 
after visiting Chartres Cathedral with its 
forest of praise and constellations and 
lancet windows and the great Rose window, 
“whose blue is blue as blood is red whose 
red is radiant.” She wrote of her reaction 
before this gem of the thirteenth century: 

Father you have allowed us 
For once you have permitted us 
To make a thing so beautiful  
As to be no less beautiful  
Than your own Creation. 

Only when we accept this truth – that each 
human being, as well as each creature God 
has created, is imbued with the Spirit of the 
Living God – only then will the seemingly 
impossible commands of the Lord make any 
sense: go the extra mile… turn the other 
cheek… … outdo yourself in generosity… rise 
above the fray. When we understand this 
scriptural teaching we can employ it to 
critique our personal beliefs, societal 
norms, as well as the teachings of the 
Church and many of our long-held 
institutional beliefs. If I believe that each 
person is a child of God, a temple of the 
Holy Spirit, can I stand idly by when even 
one of God’s children is without food or 
clothing? When our government or any 
nation pays no heed to the  expanding 
divide between the haves and the have-
nots, how can our voting not be influenced 
by a desire to see that all families have 

health care, all children have an 
opportunity for a good education, all people 
have the right to live in dignity and peace? 
If we believe that each person is a temple of 
the Holy Spirit, how can we as a Church not 
strive for equality between men and 
women, for the safeguarding of the 
marginalized, the rights of sexual minorities, 
the protection of the unborn, the control of 
weapons of destruction, the abolition of 
capital punishment, greater care for the 
mentally ill, an end to prejudice and 
discrimination? 

This is the perfection to which the 
gospel calls us – not a command to strive 
for holiness in an attempt to make our lives 
miserable, but a biblical imperative as a way 
to set us free so that we can be living 
temples of the Spirit to bring others into 
this expansive space where God dwells, a 
space where understanding puts an end to 
strife, hatred is quenched by mercy and 
vengeance gives way to forgiveness. 

Many years ago my oldest sister Mary Ann 
gave me an unusual gift – a large, black 
laundry bag – probably one of the many 
items she found on sale. That was over 
twenty-five years ago. I still have it and still 
use it every day, and every time I throw my 
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dirty laundry in this bag I think of my 
sister… and the reality of my own human 
frailty. 

For all the lofty ideals we’re 
commanded in the scriptures, for all our 
efforts to be the best we can be as clergy 
and parishioners, as parents and 
grandparents, as siblings and spouses and 
friends,  in whatever our line of work or 
ministry,  we often fail, and sometimes we 
fail miserably. We’re anything but perfect. 

 
Just as at the end of the day we get 

rid of our dirty laundry and throw it into a 
bag or a basket to be washed and cleaned, 
the setting of the sun brings an examination 
of conscience that often reveals a missed 
opportunity, a misspoken word, or a 
mangled conversation, which failed to bring 
Christ’s presence to another. Each new day, 
then, brings a fresh opportunity to begin 
again, to rise from our missteps and put our 
feet once again on the path to sanctity and 
holiness. Anne Sullivan, an American 
teacher best known for being the instructor 
and lifelong companion of Helen Keller, 
who assisted her in overcoming 
unbelievable limitations once said: 

Keep on beginning and failing. 
Each time you fail, start all over again, 

and you will grow stronger 
until you have accomplished a purpose – 

not the one you began with perhaps, 
but one you’ll be glad to remember. 

So my sister gave me that gift for which I 
will be eternally grateful: a laundry bag. It’s 
a source of encouragement to strive for 
sanctity each day – to be perfect just as our 
heavenly Father is perfect; and the 
realization that God indeed writes straight 
with my crooked lines and yours.  The All-
Holy One will use me and you and all of us -- 
fragile earthen vessels -- to achieve his 
purpose and bring about his Kingdom. 

This Wednesday is Ash Wednesday 
and the beginning of our annual Lenten 
journey. It’s an opportunity for each of us as 
individuals and for the community of the 
Church to hear again the call to sanctity and 
perfection and to acknowledge the 
roadblocks on that path, confident that, by 
God’s grace, we will receive us the strength 
and wisdom to become all that God has 
called us to be. 

John Kasper, OSFS 

 
 
  
  
  


