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Fire and Water                                               Sirach 15.15-20, Matthew 5.21-26 

 

God has placed before you fire and water; stretch out your hand for whichever you choose.  

Before each person are life and death, and whichever one chooses will be given. [Sirach 15.16-17] 

 

As rain finally falls over the east coast after this most devastating season of drought and bushfires, 

the contrast between fire and water could not be more eloquent. Unbearable heat, fear, destruction, 

and loss, contrasted with blessed coolness, profound relief, and the hope of regeneration. Death and 

Life. 

How often was the word ‘hell’ used by those caught up in the disaster? A woman evacuating to 

Bega remembered driving out into intense heat on Princes Highway – “It was just like looking into 

the gates of hell.” she said.i In another ABC news story, the owner of the Cobargo Hotel, David 

Allen, “broke down as he described the ferocity of the blaze. ‘As someone said, this is what hell 

looks like, and we saw it last night.’”ii “Hell on earth” was another phrase that I heard used. We also 

often hear people speak of “Heaven on earth” and it is these earthly states that our readings refer to, 

rather than the pitchforks and billowing clouds of an imagined afterlife. This morning, “each 

person” might consider the choices they make for themselves and in relation to others – whether 

they are creative of hell or heaven on earth and whether they lead to deaths of the heart or a sweeter 

life.  

No-one of course, would choose to experience such bushfires, but all of us can choose how to 

respond – whether to offer emergency assistance, whether to get involved in restoration, whether to 

do everything in our power to lessen the future threat. Some things are out of our control – some 

people have their lives turned into a hell – but most of us have a degree of choice in whether to 

make a hell or heaven of our lives, our environment, our community – and certainly we can each 

choose whether to bring a piece of heaven into the lives of people in pain or people who have had 

choices taken away from them. 

In Matthew’s gospel we have the continuation of Jesus’ sermon on the mount, and an expansion on 

this theme of choice. Our choices reflect our mode of being – they are not simply about concrete 

actions or inactions – but our intentions and the underlying spirit our choices.  

The earlier parts of the sermon on the mount included the words ‘Blessed are the peacemakers, for 

they will be called children of God,” (Matt 5.9). Jesus also told us “You are the salt of the earth” 

and “You are the light of the world” (Matt 5.13-14). And now he teaches us how to not lose our 

saltiness, or hide our light, by living according to the mere letter but not the living spirit and core of 

the law. 

In the first of a series of statements on the commandments Jesus says “You have heard it said to 

those of ancient times, “You shall not murder”; and “whoever murders shall be liable to judgment.” 

So far so good. We can all – hopefully – relax and give ourselves a tick. “But I say to you that if 

you are angry with a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment; and if you insult a brother or 

sister, you will be liable to the council; and if you say “You fool,” you will be liable to the hell of 

fire.” (Matt 5.21-22) Well, I won’t speak for you, but I am certainly on shakier ground now!  

These words sound very harsh but we should read them in the rhetorical tradition of wisdom 

literature. In order to drive home his point, Jesus rhetorically places the relatively commonplace 

rudeness of calling someone a fool on a par with murder. Of course, they are not equal – I would 



much rather be called a fool than be murdered – but Jesus is shocking us into seeing that it is not 

enough to simply not murder – we must also not hate. Jesus is asking us to consider the many ways 

in which we can kill people – how we can rob each other of life - how we can destroy another’s 

self-esteem, or isolate and reject them – how we can break hearts. It is quite easy, actually, not to 

murder. It is agonisingly difficult to be reconciled with someone we have fallen out with, or to come 

to terms with an accuser and make peace. This difficulty can be felt on a personal level - many of us 

will have painful things in our families, marriages, or friendships – things that continue to cause us 

grief and we don’t know how to heal. It can also be felt on a communal level where, especially here 

in Australia, the road to reconciliation can be long and hard. 

It’s important to recognise that Jesus is not saying anger in itself is wrong –the gospels show Jesus 

himself becoming angry on a number of occasions - it is not wrong to feel anger when we 

experience pain and hurt, or witness injustice. What does matter, is how that anger is expressed and 

worked out. Anger which turns to hate can end in abuse and violence. It is not just a matter of doing 

and saying the polite minimum, but of treating others well. Nurturing relationships is vital to life. 

As Bill Loader writes, “When Jesus said, "Blessed are the peacemakers", it is clear from Matthew's 

gospel, that he did not mean, blessed are those who sweep things under the carpet, or those who lie 

to themselves and others about pain. If it hurts, say so. Deal with it! Help others deal with pain and 

conflict. Be a life-bearer, not a death-bearer - for others' sake and also your own .”iii 

Someone who is greatly inspiring in this role of peacemaker is Eugene Eades, the Noongar elder 

who has sung for and spoken to us at Festival of Voice services. As you’ll see in our annual report, 

the parish has supported the Nowanup project – the property near The Stirlings where healing the 

land goes hand in hand with healing people. Nowanup is a place where all people, indigenous or 

newcomer, are welcome to join the work of recognising the pain of the past, gathering together 

ancient wisdom, and creating a future together.  

If we could all have such grace in every aspect of our lives!  And the good news is that the choice is 

always open to us: 

Before each person are life and death,  

      and whichever one chooses will be given. 

For great is the wisdom of the Lord            [Sirach 15.17-18] 

We can let the fires of hate, jealousy, outrage etc. etc. consume us, or we can stretch out our hand 

for the water of life. 

 

 

i https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-12-31/nsw-south-coast-fires-rfs-emergency-warnings/11833712 
ii https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-12-31/nsw-bushfires-cobargo-fire-destroys-towns-main-street/11834322 
iii William Loader, First Thoughts on Year A Gospel Passages from the Lectionary  Epiphany 6: 16 February [2020] 

Matthew 5.21-37   http://wwwstaff.murdoch.edu.au/~loader/MtEpiphany6.htm 
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