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The word alternative has gotten a makeover recently. While the word 
alternative is defined by dictionaries as “offering or expressing a choice” or “one 
of a number of choices or courses of action,” now it is a word that pops up in 
memes on social media and on late night TV shows where it is code for really big 
lies or untruth. I believe it is too bad the word alternative has been hijacked to 
mean a lie when it really is a word that expresses choice. When I learned I could 
not eat red meat or pork because my body stopped producing the enzyme that 
breaks down those kinds of meats for digestion, I discovered there were plenty of 
alternative sources of protein I can eat and I am grateful for those alternatives.  

 The word alternative can sometimes indicate a choice that is new, unusual, 
or unconventional. Such as alternative energy sources, like solar or wind power. 
Alternative didn’t necessarily mean “bad” or “good” or “better” or “worse”, it just 
meant there is a choice involved, and the responsibility is on the person involved 
to make a choice. Since eating red meat can make me ill, I choose to eat 
alternative sources of protein such chicken and am healthier for my choice. It is a 
life-giving choice for me. For those who want to reduce their dependence on 
carbon producing energy sources, they can choose alternative energy sources like 
solar or wind to power their homes and electric powered cars. For them, those 
are life-giving choices because they feel those choices are healthier for the planet.  
Neither my choice to eat chicken nor a person’s choice to drive an electric car are 
lies, they are simply choices that are necessary for health and life for those of us 
who make them.  

 Such choices or alternatives are at the heart of all our readings today. 
Starting with the Old Testament reading that is the reminder that every person 
has the responsibility to make choices, and is called on by God to choose death or 
life. While it can be tempting to simplify the terms death or life by thinking only 
about their biological definitions, we must remember they also have theological 
definitions. And while we could parse and dissect those definitions, instead we 
have the words of Jesus in our Gospel who reminds us it is how a person lives into 
or makes such choices that matter, and perhaps Jesus’ words can  help us 
understand the theological definitions and implications of death and life. 



 Remember today’s Gospel is a small bit of a long speech Jesus gave often 
referred to as the Sermon on the Mount, where Jesus was sitting on a mountain 
talking to his followers. The Sermon on the Mount began with a list of those who 
are blessed, continued with Jesus reminding those who were listening to him that 
they are God’s hope for the world, and today goes in depth about how to choose 
to live in ways that shine the light of God’s love in the world.   

 Jesus began his teaching on how to choose life by naming sins and their 
deeper issues. Sins like murder and the deeper issue of anger and the 
mismanagement of anger. Sins like lust and adultery and the deeper issue of the 
objectification of another human being, and using marriage for personal gain 
rather than covenant between two consenting individuals and God for their 
mutual joy, comfort and help in prosperity and adversity. Sins like swearing, which 
isn’t about those usually four letter words that are tempting to use to make a 
point or emotion known, but was in Jesus’ day a type of promise or truth telling. 
Such as when someone would say something like, “As God as my witness, this car 
is a good purchase” when the seller knew it to be a lemon, but didn’t say so 
because they wanted to be rid of it and get some money. When the person 
invoked God’s name they were tying God to their lie, making God a liar. 

 While there is a certain amount of worldly or conventional wisdom that 
asserts justifiable anger is a justifiable reason for violence, whether it is physical 
or verbal or both, and results in the harm or even death of another human being 
or a relationship; Jesus offered an alternative to violence. While it is human to get 
angry, Jesus reminded his listeners on the mountain and he reminds us here 
today there are choices about how to handle anger. Anger doesn’t have to 
manifest in the violence of retribution, revenge, or murder. Jesus reminds us 
there is another way to respond to anger. A way the angry person decides is more 
in line with loving God and loving our neighbor, even the neighbor who caused 
the anger. That way is the life-giving stuff of God: forgiveness, reconciliation. This 
does not mean allowing things like abuse to continue, it means courageously 
ending devastating abuse with forgiveness, even if it also means leaving an 
abuser.  

 While there is a certain amount of worldly or conventional wisdom that 
says a human being is a sexual being and should therefore feel free to exploit 
their sexuality and do whatever feels good, especially if a person doesn’t think 
they are hurting anyone, Jesus offered an alternative that reminded his listeners 
then and us now that no human is put on this earth only to please another. Every 



human, no matter their gender or gender identity, is a beloved child of God who 
is more than their appearance, is to be respected, and can be hurt physically as 
well as emotionally when treated as less than human. Jesus reminded his listeners 
then and us now that sexual relations between two people can be life giving, not 
just physically pleasing to one person.  

 While there is a certain amount of worldly or conventional wisdom that 
says marriage is an economic agreement where one party receives security from 
the other or is a relationship between one person with power and one who 
benefits from that power, and therefore can be discarded by the power holder 
when the power holder is dissatisfied, Jesus offered the alternative that marriage 
can be a life-giving covenant where both parties join together with God to share 
the adventure of life. And when such a covenant has died, both parties choosing 
to terminate it can be the life-giving choice for all involved. 

 And while there is the worldly and conventional wisdom that says a person 
can be crafty or clever for figuring out what to say to get whatever they want that 
benefits themselves, because it is a dog-eat-dog world and you can’t trust 
anyone, Jesus offered the life-giving alternative of speaking in a way where a 
person can say what they means and mean what they say, to be honest and work 
toward the best interest of all parties. 

 All of Jesus’ alternatives are about loving God with a person’s whole being 
and loving their neighbor as themselves, and take that mindset into some of the 
most challenging aspects of life.  It is hard to deny that much of human suffering 
today is often caused by things like anger, lust, dehumanizing the “other”, and 
saying whatever it takes to get what a person wants. Choosing violence as a 
response rarely if ever makes any situations better or life-giving. Instead violence 
seems to escalate anger, lust, dehumanization, and lying into actions that cause 
more harm and turns beloved children of God into victims and perpetrators which 
becomes a divide very hard to heal. Thank God Jesus reminded us of the 
alternative God offers to violence, the alternative of peace. 

 Dorothy Thompson, a journalist, in fact she was the first American 
journalist to be expelled from Nazi Germany because of what she wrote about 
Hitler, and was named one of Time Magazine’s Most Influential Women of the 
Year 1939 wrote: “Peace is not the absence of conflict but the presence of 
creative alternatives for responding to conflict - alternatives to passive or 
aggressive responses, alternatives to violence.”  



 Dorothy Thompson’s quote gives us another name for the alternatives 
Jesus offers: the word peace. Peace is another way to name the choice Jesus not 
only offered but challenged his followers sitting on the side of mountain listening 
to him speak and all of us sitting in the pews of Church of the Good Shepherd 
today. And her word can be helpful as it is not always easy to make the choice 
Jesus offers. There can be a lot pressure both subtle and direct, to be angry and to 
be violent, for violence can be an amazing cathartic release of anger, and shared 
anger can give the illusion of unity. It can be hard to say no to violence, so maybe 
remembering another name for the alterative Jesus spoke about on the mountain 
is peace can help empower you and me when we are asked to choose. 

 What I appreciate about this part of Jesus’ discourse on the mountain is 
that he didn’t prescribe specific actions for specific situations, he just pointed out 
there is more than one choice as to how a person can respond to any situation. To 
me, that means Jesus lets us as individuals who are in relationship with God and 
with each other decide for ourselves how we will choose, how we will live, in our 
families, our community, our parish. By allowing us to choose, Jesus is 
empowering his followers, you and me, to affect any situation we are in. We can’t 
control what other people choose to do, but we can make our own choices, and 
there is a positive power and opportunity in that choice because any one of us, 
you, me, we can choose to be God’s hope for the world. The choice can be as 
different as the situation. We can’t know every situation we will get in or find 
ourselves in, but when it comes to that moment when we can choose, we can 
remember the peace of God is always one of the choices, and when we choose 
peace, we embody peace.  

 There will always be pressure to conform to the worldly and conventional 
wisdom that supports life as a game of survival where the toughest, meanest, 
most wealthy, most attractive or the person willing to do anything wins and there 
will always be pressure to charge angrily into the situations where we are afraid, 
or frustrated, or hurt, or confused. But if we can remember the alternative, we 
can choose to be the Peace of God by choosing to end those cycles of angry, 
destructive violence by forgiving, by respecting the dignity of every human being, 
even and especially the ones we don’t like, by speaking the truth in love. Our 
choices can even remind the world that once upon a time the word alternative 
used to mean another way instead of the wrong thing, and Jesus’ alternative way 
is for all of us to be part of the Peace of God. 


