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Feb. 20th, 2011

Dear friends in Christ,


I don’t know about all of you, but I have rarely achieved perfection in my life.  O, I suppose it has happened in some limited circumstances.  I seem to recall taking math quizzes in school and getting all 10 answers correct.  Perfect paper, might read the teacher’s comment on top.  100%.  Maybe there was even a red star, symbolizing perfection.  I suppose there were a few basketball games when I made every free throw I took.  Six for six, perfect from the line!  But, other than in those limited situations, I’m far from perfect.  Just ask my wife or my kids.  As I interact with you on Sunday mornings and  on other occasions, I’m sure it is pretty obvious that I don’t always do things perfectly, so thank you for your grace and understanding when things don’t go just quite right.


For those of us who are less than perfect, the closing words of Jesus in our lesson today are rather troubling, “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”  Good luck with that one, right?  How’s that going for you?  Just what is Jesus getting at here, anyway?


Well, remember that Jesus said earlier in this sermon he has not come to abolish the law and the prophets, but to fulfill them.  In his very being, is embodied the righteousness to which the law and prophets have been pointing.  The disciples and all who follow Jesus were to reflect this righteousness, this perfection, in their lives.  The word for perfection here in Greek is teleos, which means completeness or wholeness and maturity.   As followers of Christ, saved by God’s grace, we seek to live with this completeness in our lives, this righteousness, following the example of Jesus, who alone fulfills all righteousness.

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus gives concrete examples of what this righteousness looks like.  It’s not just enough to follow the letter of the law, God’s righteousness goes deeper, into our very heart and soul.  And so last week remember how Jesus said, it’s not enough to never have murdered someone, what matters also is the words we use and the way we handle anger and manage conflict.  It’s not enough to never have committed adultery, it’s respecting members of the opposite sex and maintaining appropriate boundaries to keep marriages sound.  It was not enough in first century Judaism for a man to get a certificate of divorce and cast out his wife to the streets for whatever reason he wanted, even though it was legal.  Marriage was more important than that and needed to be upheld and strengthened.  And just because you uttered some vow did not make your word true.  What mattered was honesty and integrity.  Let your yes be yes and your no be no.  This is the righteous life to which we have been called.


Today, Jesus gives two more examples of this righteousness, and they may be the hardest of all.   Mark Twain once said "I have no problem with those parts of the Bible I don't understand. It's those parts of the Bible I do understand that gives me fits." This passage falls into that category.  Understanding the passage is not the issue.  It’s doing what Jesus says, that gives us fits.

So here we go.  Jesus said to the disciples:  “You have heard that it was said, an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.  But I say to you, do not resist an evildoer.”  He then goes on to give four examples of non resistance.  If struck on the right cheek, turn the other one.  If sued for your coat, give up your cloak as well.  If forced to go one mile, go two.  Give to everyone who begs or wants to borrow from you.

The law Jesus refers to is called lex talionis, the law of retaliation.  In Jewish law it was intended to enact fair justice among the people of ancient Israel.  It was considered a significant improvement to the kind of random punishments that had been given out to lawbreakers in other countries.  Often in those cases the penalty was more severe than the crime.  An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, was a way to assure the penalty and crime were about equal.

But Jesus says this is not good enough.  The righteous life can do better.  He challenges this accepted understanding, calling for non-resistance towards an evildoer, non-retaliation, and even giving more than what the evildoer demanded. 
 Well, this goes against every natural desire within our human flesh.  I’m sure you’ve all heard this phrase, and maybe have even said it, “I don’t get mad, I get even.”  The natural impulse is to retaliate. 

One day a truck driver stopped at a restaurant for dinner and ordered a steak. Before he could eat it, in walked six members of a notoriously nasty motorcycle gang, with dirty leather jackets and long, unkempt hair. They took the man's steak, cut it into six pieces, and ate it. The driver said nothing. He simply paid the bill and walked out. One of the gang members said, "That man couldn't talk. He didn't say a word." Another one said, "He couldn't fight, either; he didn't lift a hand." And then the waiter added, "And he isn’t a very good driver.   On his way out of the parking lot, he ran over six motorcycles." Something in us loves that story, because we like retaliation.

But where does retaliation often lead?  To more retaliation and more violence.  We can see this in our personal relationships, we certainly hear about it in gang violence, and in war between nations.  Retaliation leads to more retaliation until someone finally steps up and says enough is enough.  We’re not doing this anymore.
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. practiced non-violent resistance.  In the end he paid with his life.  There’s no guarantee of divine protection with this approach, but there’s no doubt his efforts changed our fundamental understandings of race in this country.  In his   sermon "Knock at Midnight," Dr. King shared this story, "My brother and I were traveling from Atlanta to Chattanooga on a dark and stormy night. For some reason travelers were very discourteous that night. Hardly a single driver dimmed their bright lights. Finally my brother,  who was driving, said, “I have had enough” as he powered his lights back on bright as a car approached . I said, “Don't do that, you are going to cause a wreck and get us killed. Somebody must have sense enough to dim their lights, to break the cycle of hate. If somebody doesn't have sense enough to turn on the dim and beautiful lights of love, we are all going to plunge into the abyss."
The point is clear.  Don’t allow what somebody else does, determine your actions.  Don’t let the haters have control.  Roman law said the military could compel a man to carry a soldier’s pack a mile. It was an oppressive rule and people hated it. That was treating somebody like a slave.   But Jesus said, look him in the eye and say, "Let me take it another mile." In that case, who is in charge?  Now who is empowered?  Now who is in control of their behavior?   It’s the one carrying the pack.  Let love prevail, taught Jesus.  Overcome evil with good.  Don’t let evil have control.
The second law Jesus addresses follows naturally from his teaching on non-resistance.  In many ways it summarizes what is most necessary to live together in community.  “You have heard that it was said, you shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.  But I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.”
Throughout their history, the Jews had plenty of enemies.  Neighboring countries were a constant threat.  When Jesus was teaching, Israel was an occupied land under Roman rule.  There were lots of reasons to hate.  It made sense to love your fellow Jews, but hate those that threatened you and could potentially destroy everything you stood for.  
But Jesus taught, that’s not good enough. To live together in community, you need to love even those who are enemies, even those that persecute you.  Anyone can love those that love you, said Jesus.  Tax collectors can do that.  The gentiles can do that.  The real test of righteousness is the ability to love and pray for those that are enemies.

Is this easy?  Certainly not.  An 8 year old boy, in response to learning a lesson about love in Sunday school, wrote a note to his pastor.  "Dear Pastor, I know God wants us to love everybody, but he surely never met my sister." Sincerely, Arnold.
And then there’s this little jingle, “To live above with those we love, well that will be glory. To live below, with those we know, well, that is a different story.”
It’s not easy.  But just as someone needs to step up and break the cycle of retaliation and violence by finding a different way, so someone has to have the courage to love the enemy, as a first step towards understanding and peace.
Mark Twain once said "I have no problem with those parts of the Bible I don't understand. It's those parts of the Bible I do understand that gives me fits."  This passage gives me fits.  It’s tempting to throw out the whole thing  as unrealistic and impossible for a normal human being to do.  It’s tempting, but I can’t.  And the reason I can’t, is that the one who preached these words, also lived them.

It was Jesus who demonstrated non-violent resistance and obedience to the Father’s will when he was arrested, put on trial , beaten, and made to carry  the cross. It was Jesus who showed love for the enemy, when he looked down, nailed to that cross and said, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”  It was Jesus who did that for me, and for you.  We were all once enemies of God.   It is through the love of Jesus and by his sacrifice that we have been forgiven.  If we have been so loved, can we do any less than to try and follow Christ’s example?  

Retaliation and hate are the natural responses when we feel we have been mistreated by another.  But Jesus models a different way, non-resistance and love, the way of righteousness.  May God give us the faith and courage to live in this righteous way, believing that love does overcome all evil.  Amen      
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