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Several years ago, we hosted a guest speaker here at St. Mary’s. Her name is Dr. Amy Jill 
Levine.  
 
She is unique in the world of New Testament scholarship because she is a Jewish woman from 
New York City who received a Ph.D. in New Testament studies, and she now teaches at the 
Christian seminary at Vanderbilt.  
 
When she spoke here, she used a phrase that I had never heard before. She said that the ancient 
rabbis would “build a fence around the Law.” 
 
And what she meant was this – The Jewish people had received very clear commandments from 
God, and no faithful Jew ever wanted to violate a commandment of God. The Law of God was 
sacred. 
 
But the rabbis understood human nature well enough to know that sometimes we make bad 
decisions in a crisis, and if we let ourselves get close enough to certain temptations, we might 
violate the law in a moment of weakness.   
 
Let me make up and example to show you want I mean. Imagine if you will that God had 
declared “Thou Shalt Not Eat Donuts” (If God had commanded this, I would be very sad)!  
 
So God’s law says do not EAT donuts. But the rabbis knew that if you drove to Krispy Kreme, 
parked your car, and walked into the store, the smell and sight of the delicious donuts might 
overwhelm you. You might say that you are ‘only going in there for a coffee,’ but if you walk in 
and see the donuts, you are putting yourself in temptation’s way! 
 
So the rabbis would ‘build a fence around the Law.’ The Law said “Thou shalt not eat donuts.” 
But the rabbis would add this instruction, “Don’t go into a donut store.” You see? They are 
adding an extra layer of protection to be sure that you stay away from the sin. God said don’t eat. 
The rabbis say don’t go in to the store. They’ve built a fence to make sure that we sinful human 
would avoid violating God’s law.  
 
So when Amy Jill Levine writes about today’s Gospel passage, she says that Jesus is doing the 
same thing: he is building a fence around the Law of God. Because Jesus – who himself was 
called a ‘rabbi’ – also understood how the human psyche works. Jesus understands that most of 
us do not wake up one morning and say, “I think I will violate God’s commandments today.” 
 
In my 27 years of being a priest, I’ve talked to many people who have cheated on their spouses. 
Not one of them has ever said, “I woke up one morning and decided to have an affair.” Usually, 



they tell a story of many small decisions, which led them over the precipice. 
 
“My new employee was attractive. I started spending more time with her. I told myself that I was 
just trying to help her get acclimated to her new job… 
 
“Then I asked her to come on that business trip with me. My conscience warned me. But I told 
myself that nothing was wrong… 
 
“We stayed up too late in the hotel bar. I gave myself permission to have one more drink. I told 
myself that nothing was wrong… 
 
“I kissed her, but a kiss is not infidelity. At least that’s what I told myself…” 
 
Many small decisions. Your conscience warning you at every step. But your brain rationalized 
everything. You chose to do 20 wrong things that seemed small, then you find yourself 
unfaithful to your wife. “How did I get here? Oh, I see, I made 20 small, bad decisions. I could 
have stopped this at any one of those points. Now it’s too late.” 
 
That’s how sin works in our life. That’s why the rabbis build fences around God’s commands. 
They invite you to head the warning long before you get too close to the sin. 
 
And so it is with Jesus in today’s Gospel reading.  
 
God has said very clearly, “Thou shall not kill.” Very few humans ever wake up and say, “I think 
I will kill someone today.” 
 
But Jesus knows how the human heart works, so he builds a fence around the commandment. 
What does he say? 
 
“If you are angry, your already on the road to being judged.” When we give ourselves over to 
anger, then rage can lead us to horrible actions. So Jesus’ warning is clear: the moment you feel 
yourself being overtaken by anger and rage, that is the time to stop! 
 
What else does Jesus say as he builds the fence around God’s commandment to value every 
human life?  
 
When you find yourself calling one another horrible names, when you start throwing horrible 
language at each other, you are already headed down the dangerous path. Stop. If you call 
yourself religious, but realize that there is a relationship that needs mending, don’t just pray 
about it. Go and talk with each other. 
 
I wonder how Jesus would build a fence around the Law today? What warnings might he give 
that would allow us to live according to God’s commandments? 



 
Jesus might say: 
 
+ If you are a police officer and you think it is ok to put your knee on a man’s neck for over 8 
minutes. Stop. You will be liable to judgment. 
+ If you are so angry that you think that it is OK to take someone’s life or destroy someone’s 
property just because you think you’re standing up for a ‘just cause’ … stop.  
+ If all you do is watch cable TV all day since it reinforces everything you’re angry about… 
stop. 
+ If all you do is throw angry, judgmental words at each other, stop talking at each other. Start 
listening to each other. 
 
Listening to Jesus. Following his example as best we can. That leads us to faithful fulfilment of 
God’s law. 
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