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 Matthew 5:38-48

One of the delightful things about looking back over the years is that we can have a laugh at the ridiculous things that those who have gone before us believed.  It was once a certainty that the world was flat!  What a hoot!  Did you know that still to this day, some of us look at a globe and we wonder how places like Australia and New Zealand are able to hang on....how come they are not simply falling off into space?   Can you imagine how ludicrous people thought Henry Ford and the Wright brothers were?  Don't those nay sayers look ridiculous now!!  Imagine thinking slavery and women being treated as second class citizens was right!  Can you imagine  if we could show and tell our grandparents how technology, the economy,  and society has changed!  Could they even fathom it?  I doubt it.


The world and what we know about it is in a continual state of change.  Societal norms change.  Much of what was held to be true and right and proper in times gone by, are now understood to be bigoted or prejudiced, based on race, gender, age, education, wealth, or social standing.      


With access to information, and open dialogue with others who are not the same as us, and new discoveries from the social and technical sciences, what we see and understand and know to be true is changing!  Sometimes we embrace the changes that come with new information and ways of being.  Sometimes we don't.


Into this “eye for an eye” society based on retaliation, Jesus brings a new way of being, a new truth, this notion that forgiveness and restoration of relationships were of utmost importance.  The laws of Moses, the Code of Hammurabi, and the Roman law all required that the wrongdoers should 'get as good as they gave'.  And here is this radical Jesus, daring to come into the midst of all of this to say, “No, you've got it all wrong.  You have to change the way you think and the way you live.  You're wrong!”


So what would go on inside of you 2,000 years later, if you were to hear these words spoken to you?  “Stop you've got it all wrong.  Your thinking is all wrong.  Your attitude toward those people and your behaviour is all wrong.  You need to change how you think and act!”


Most of us would immediately embrace that new perspective would we not...not very likely!!  It's change after all and no one likes change....unless it is the other person who is doing the changing!  I think for most of us, our defenses would go up immediately!  “What do you mean I am wrong??”


What issue can you think of today in society, where some people hold a particular view to which you are opposed?  Is it an issue based on race, wealth, education, sexual orientation?  What is your stand on the issue?  Along comes someone and looks you in the eye and says, I am sorry.....but you are wrong....you need to change your point of view, your attitude, and your way of behaving on that issue.


We have endless reasons why we can't forgive, why we can't embrace, why we can't love, why we can't condone, why we can't accept.....


That is precisely the arena into which Jesus parachuted.  The world of Jesus' day was under the law of retaliation, an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.  What the Torah, the law says in the 21st book of  Exodus is, “...you shall give life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.”  People had pretty strong points of views back then.  People were well steeped in a particular way of life with particular attitudes. 


Turning the world upside down with his radical approach, Jesus proclaimed that, revenge is anything but sweet.  In fact revenge is poison, strife breeding strife in an endless circle.    
Jesus tried to get those who would even give him the courtesy of listening, to appreciate that concepts like grace, mercy, and love know no bounds.  Jesus' way was not laden with conditions.  Where does He ever say, “I will love you if.....I will forgive you if....”  Jesus was about the restoration of relationships, not about persecution and revengeful action upon one another.  Jesus had God's will in mind and God's intention has always been that the world should be a home in which all his children dwell in mutual love.  Without agenda or strategy or ulterior motive, God wants all of his children to be kind, loving, compassionate, filled with grace and mercy, encouragement, support, and forgiveness to one another....no exceptions.....no exclusions based on race, religion, sexual orientation, education, errors in judgment, wealth or lack thereof.  God does not want us to love out of pity, or with condescension, or arrogance.... that is not love.   Jesus speaks this same message to those of us who have strong points of view, steeped in a particular way of life with particular attitudes.


Jesus brought a message that was tough to hear for those who had been raised in an 'eye for an eye' culture and mentality!  Revenge was how they did business!!  What is this radical love and mercy and grace all about!?  His message was counter-culture   - it flew in the face of all they knew and how they lived!


I think it continues to be a hard message for us to hear even today, because  you and I can find all sorts of reasons not to love, not to  include, not to forgive, not to  support,  not to  have compassion ..... that has been our culture, our frame of reference, our way of thinking and feeling and believing...but it is not Jesus' way.  Jesus says, “turn the other cheek, walk the extra mile, live in grace, and charity, and kindness, and generosity of spirit, and love....with all my children, no exceptions....none.  


“You have heard it said, “You shall love your neighbour and hate your enemy, but I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you so that you may be children of your Father in heaven.  If you love those who love you, what is that?  Even tax collectors can do that.  If you greet only your brothers and sisters and people you know and like, what good is that?  Live as you know God wants you to live.”


The Message translates this passage as follows.  “I am challenging you to love your enemies.  Let them bring out the best in you, not the worst.  When someone gives you a hard time, respond with the energies of prayer, for then you are working out of your true selves, your God created selves.  That is what God does.  He gives his best – the sun to warm and the rain to nourish – to everyone, regardless of who they are or where they live or what they have done...the good the bad, the nice and the nasty.  Anybody can love the loveable.  Grow up.  You are kingdom subjects.   Live out your 'God created identity'.  Live generously and graciously toward others, the way God lives toward you.”  What must that be like do you think?  To live toward others, the way God lives toward you......


Perhaps you are already there.  Perhaps you are already  loving  everyone you meet with the unconditional love of God.....or maybe not...maybe you have limits....maybe you put some conditions on your love....maybe others have to live up to your standards....and if they don't, they are unlovable.  They disqualify themselves as potential candidates for grace, forgiveness, and mercy.   Who are those people to whom you can't extend God's love and who you believe God does not love?  ….is it your homosexual son, or your friend's cousin the bank robber, or your uncle who cheated on his taxes, or your colleague who cheated on his wife?  Maybe you just can't extend God's love to your Muslim neighbour who attends worship with his family every week, or the rabbi who is always in the newspaper because of all the community work he does.  Maybe it is the drug ravaged homeless person who dared to ask you for some spare change the last time you went downtown.  There must be someone that you and God don't love, isn't there?   And certainly if God doesn't love them, neither should you. 

Amen  
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