
Choosing Life 
 

These days many people don’t know much about Jesus – and, if the main 
things they hear about him are that he was gentle meek and mild, why 
would they want to know more?  
 

I have met people who think that Jesus was never angry – and, when we 
point out that there are over 20 places in the gospels which describe Jesus 
in that condition, they ask which gospels we are reading.i   

There are people who think that Jesus never caused a scandal – and, 
when we point out that he was one of the most scandalous men of his 
time shocking people in the way he knocked about with disreputable 
people of all types, they ask whether we are making stories up.   

There are people who think that Jesus was meek and mild through and 
through – and, when we point out that he upset and offended more self-
righteous prigs than I’ve had hot dinners, they wonder whether this is the 
same Jesus they heard about in Sunday School.    
   

But it’s all there, in the Jesus the baby in the nativity play grew into,  
the Jesus who is more dynamic than the motionless figure in 
our stained glass windows,  

the Jesus who is more challenging, riskier, more exciting 
and far, far more interesting than the insipid saviour we 
may have been introduced to in our childhood.   

 

It’s all there and it’s all there in what he taught.  Look at Matthew’s 
sermon on the mount, an early extract of which formed today’s Gospel 
reading.  He’s not messing around here.  It’s direct stuff. 
 

Don’t be angry, he says, because that’s as good (or as bad) as murder.    
Men, don’t glance admiringly at any woman who isn’t your partner 
and, women, don’t leer at a passing hunk because that’s as good (or 
as bad) as adultery.   

Then comes some severe guidance about divorce, restricting it to 
unchastity and condemning a divorced woman to a solitary life.  What 
Jesus taught here is almost Taliban-like in its severity – and it concludes 
with solemn warnings about swearing and being people of our word.           
 

Interest in this passage has usually been focused on how Jesus treats the 
law of Moses, especially in the way he adds to it and reinforces it. And 



then we have grappled with how such harsh, amplified, additional 
teaching can be applied sensibly to real modern life.               
 

But I think there’s an equally important question.  If these are primarily 
illustrative of a higher ideal of Christian behaviour, what links them?   

Why is anger followed by lustful looks,  
why are lustful looks followed by rulings about divorce  

and why are rulings about divorce followed by stuff about 
being people whose yes is yes and whose no is  no?   

The answer is ‘relationships’. They are all to do with how one person 
relates to another.  In other words, this is a passage which encourages us 
to deal positively with struggles and conflict between people. Sometimes 
the tension is slight and the matter is trivial, but sometimes tension is 
intensive and feelings run deep.  How do you deal with disagreement in 
your families or among your friends? How do we deal with conflict?  How 
do we deal with tensions?  How do we deal with each other?      
 

One rather forlorn answer to those questions was seen in Trainspotting, a 
Scottish novel and film of the 1990s.  In one infamous scene, the friends, 
all drug users, reject respectable society’s norms in what I choose to call a 
“Choose life monologue.”  With most of the effing and blinding, the 
bleeping and most of the Scottish aggression removed, it goes something 
like this:- 
 

“Society invents a spurious convoluted logic to absorb and change people 
whose behaviour is outside its mainstream. Suppose that ah ken aw the pros 
and cons, know that ah'm gaunnae huv a short life, am ah sound mind, 
ectetera, ectetera, but still want tae use smack? They won't let ye dae it. They 
won't let ye dae it, because it's seen as a sign ay their own failure. The fact 
that ye jist simply choose tae reject whut they huv tae offer. Choose us. Choose 
life. Choose mortgage payments; choose washing machines; choose cars; 
choose sitting on a couch watching mind-numbing and spirit-crushing game 
shows, stuffing junk food intae yir mooth. … Choose life. Well, ah choose no 
tae choose life. If they cannae handle that, it's thair problem. As Harry 

Launder sais, ah jist intend tae keep right on to the end of the road...” 
 

It’s a bleak portrait of contemporary life, but perhaps you noticed they 
were unwittingly referring to the Old Testament when Moses gave the 
same choice:  choose life or not.        
 

The first two words of this sermon were “these days.”  What are these days 
like?  In 1643 a church minister by the name of Jeremiah Whittaker said 



“These days are days of shaking … and the shaking is universal.”  The 
world was turning on its head. The English Civil War had just started.  
Never before had the nation been so divided.  There was even talk of 
overthrowing the natural order of things by dethroning the king. Deep 
uncertainty led to apocalyptic foreboding and preaching with dire 
warnings of the end time.  No wonder Jeremiah Whittaker called such a 
period of uncertainty “days of shaking.”   
 

Our days are days of shaking, too. I watch the news and shake my head in 
disbelief at the antics of our government and America’s. People quake with 
the uncertainty of possible repatriation, racial insult and economic 
hardship.  President Trump,  

Brexit negotiation,  
shutting down on helping children separated from their parents 
find refuge in Britain,  

the rise of right-wing politics in other European nations,  
extremist religion and an era dubbed the post-Truth era of fake news 
make these shaky days. 
 

Even so, no apocalyptic preaching from me warning of end times.  That’s 
not the type of religion I belong to. But I had better have something 
worthwhile to say!  I am conscious that this might be the only sermon you 
listen to.  This might be the only time you are asked to sit and listen to one 
person talk straight for 15 minutes.  And this might be the last chance I 
have to speak to you (John Wesley instructed his preachers to preach each 
sermon as if it were their last). 
 

So I say this:  the teaching of Jesus enters this scenario of shaky days with 
a clear message.  These days distrust of others seems to increase.  I 
wonder whether that is because our primitive fear of the unknown and an 
innate desire for self-preservation make us suspicious of people who are 
different from us.  But Jesus speaks against that trend and says, Value 
relationships.  Foster good relations.  Be a good neighbour to the stranger.  
Respect the other, the Muslim, the Buddhist, and the atheist.  Respect the 
person who is different from you.      
 

One of Jesus’s later followers was a female mystic, Mechthild of 
Magdeburg, who in the 13th century said,  

“When I hold back a smile that would harm no one,  
or have sourness in my heart that I tell no one,  



then my soul becomes dark and my heart cold so I must weep greatly and 
confess my lack of virtue.”   
 

And that leads me to say, in shaky days, look the other in the face and 
smile.  That’s choosing life. 
                                                           
i These opening lines are based on a Radio 4 broadcast on 1st January 2017 given by the Revd John Bell. 


