Messages from Mountains: It’s a Tall Order
Matthew 5:38-48


We’re still sitting on the mountainside with Jesus. If we think the messages he’s given up to this point are challenging, wait until we hear what he has to say today.


Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase gives new life and language to this message from Jesus:

“Here’s another old saying that deserves a second look: ‘Eye for eye, tooth for tooth.’ Is that going to get us anywhere? Here’s what I propose: ‘Don’t hit back at all.’ If someone strikes you, stand there and take it. If someone drags you into court and sues for the shirt off your back, giftwrap your best coat and make a present of it. And if someone takes unfair advantage of you, use the occasion to practice the servant life. No more tit-for-tat stuff. Live generously.

You’re familiar with the old written law, ‘Love your friend,’ and its unwritten companion, ‘Hate your enemy.’ I’m challenging that. I’m telling 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. This is what God does. [God] gives [God’s] best—the sun to warm and the rain to nourish—to everyone, regardless: the good and bad, the nice and nasty. If all you do is love the lovable, do you expect a bonus? Anybody can do that. If you simply say hello to those who greet you, do you expect a medal? Any run-of-the-mill sinner does that.

In a word, what I’m saying is, Grow up. You’re kingdom subjects. Now live like it. Live out your God-created identity. Live generously and graciously toward others, the way God lives toward you.” (The Message)


Don’t hit back. Giftwrap your best coat. Practice the servant life. Let your enemies bring out the best in you. And don’t expect a bonus or a medal for doing any of those things.


The list sounds like a pretty tall order, doesn’t it? And just when we begin to think that there’s no way we can ever live up to such an order, Jesus goes to the heart of what he’s talking about.


Jesus isn’t giving a “to do” list. He’s giving a “to be” list.


Jesus reminds us that we’re part of God’s in-breaking reign. We’re blessed and beloved citizens of that realm. And, as a result, we’re to be who God creates and calls us to be. We’re to live into the identities God gives us. We’re to live out the purposes God intends for us.


If we listen to Jesus this way, perhaps we can hear his message not as a tall order, but as an invitation to be our true selves. To live as God lives toward us—generously and graciously.

And Jesus knows what he’s talking about. For him it’s not just a theory or nice idea. One commentator writes that it matters that it’s Jesus who’s giving this message—“Jesus, the one who not only talked the talk of love but walked the walk, treading steadfastly to Jerusalem, enduring the shame and humiliation of the cross, embracing death itself . . . all so that we might know, experience, and trust just how much God loves us and thereby . . . have abundant life. This Jesus not only commands, he also understands, understands just how hard it is for us to love rather than hate, to forgive rather than begrudge, to embrace rather than protect, to share rather than hoard, to heal rather than wound, especially when we ourselves walk so much of our lives wounded and hurt.”

When Jesus urges us to live into our God-given identities, he doesn’t pretend it will be easy. So many things can get in the way. Past disappointments or losses that still trouble us. Old grudges and wounds that still feel raw. Painful memories that still play over and over in our minds.

What is it that stands in our way of being who God has created and called us to be? What prevents us from living into our God-given identities?

Imagine that you hold a slip of paper. On it is written this message: “Believing I am God’s beloved child, I know that I am called to share God’s love with others. But I find it hard because. . . .” How would you fill in that blank? Would you write down a fear, a memory, a hurt, a resentment? What is it that keeps you—and me—from embracing and becoming the person God wishes us to be?

While our pasts can get in the way of our being the people we’d like to be or the people we believe God wants us to be, perhaps our pasts offer us a different kind of gift. Maybe our pasts include specific moments when we’ve felt especially blessed and loved, when we’ve been touched by grace or generosity.


For Laura Durham one of those moments came during the spring of her third-grade year. For weeks Laura had looked forward to the art activities her teacher had planned to help celebrate the season. She’d imagined what colors and designs she’d choose and how much fun she’d have.


Before the big day, Laura’s teacher told her students to come to class the next day with a hollowed-out egg. She also told them to bring their spelling test signed by a parent. If they didn’t bring the test, the teacher warned, they’d have to sit out from the activities.


Nine-year-old Laura was the perfect student. She was studious, polite, and responsible. So when she forgot to bring her spelling test, she was devastated. She knew what the consequence would be.


When her class jumped from their chairs to collect art supplies, Laura sat still in her desk—examining her perfect, hollowed-out egg and fighting the inevitable tears.


It wasn’t long before Laura’s teacher pulled her aside. She knelt down and told Laura she should join the rest of the class. With tears in her eyes, the teacher told Laura she could bring her spelling test on Monday. And then she gave Laura a hug.


Laura couldn’t believe it. Her disappointment disappeared with this unexpected gift.


More than twenty years later, Laura still remembers that moment:


Even though I fell short of what was required of me, my teacher graced me with love and understanding. She could have stood her ground and let me sit out as an example to the other students, but she knew punishing me for this small mistake wouldn’t teach me a new lesson. The lesson I learned that day was how much grace can lift someone’s spirit.


Yet, I seem to have a hard time grasping grace in my life. I sometimes subscribe to the idea of karma: what goes around comes around. But then I remember balancing a behavioral checkbook is detrimental to my happiness. If I’m constantly keeping count of what I feel I’m entitled to, I may never be satisfied. If I’m blessed beyond what I deserve I might never feel worthy. I must remind myself that I know better. Not everyone is punished for breaking the rules just like not everyone is rewarded for their efforts. Life may not be fair, but when I think about it, more often than not, I’m on the fortunate side of the imbalance. And this moves me to offer the same grace to others.


Perhaps if we remember a time we’ve received the gift of grace, we too will be able to live graciously toward others. And perhaps the same is true of generosity. If we remember a time someone has been generous to us, we’ll be able to live generously toward others.


Living graciously and generously also may require courage. Courage to believe that we can be more than we fear we are.


It’s can be scary to look deeply within ourselves. We’re afraid what we might see there. And we’re reluctant to admit what we discover to anyone else.


But the teacher and writer David Steindl-Rast urges us to take just such a look. “It is within my own heart,” he writes, “that I must recognize fear, agitation, coldness, alienation, blind anger and the impulse to retaliation.” But it’s in our hearts that we also can turn “fear into courageous trust, agitation into stillness, confusion into clarity, isolation into a sense of belonging, alienation into love.”


For Steindl-Rast, the courage it takes to look at who we are and who we might be is connected to gratitude. “All gratitude expresses trust. Suspicion will not even recognize a gift as gift: who can prove that it isn't a lure, a bribe, a trap? Gratefulness has the courage to trust and so overcomes fear. . . . Mobilize the courage of your heart.”


And I think he’d add: Mobilize the gratitude of your heart.


When we’re grateful, our hearts are open. When disasters hit, we often see remarkable examples of this openness: strangers help strangers—sometimes in unexpected ways.


But others turn away—isolating themselves and daring to offer even less of themselves to others. “Break this pattern,” Steindl-Rast encourages us. “Make contact with people whom you normally ignore—eye-contact at least—with the cashier at the supermarket, someone on the elevator, a beggar. Look a stranger in the eyes today and realize that there are no strangers.


“You can feel either grateful or alienated, but never both at the same time. Gratefulness drives out alienation; there is not room for both in the same heart. When you are grateful you know that you belong to a network of give-and-take and you say ‘yes’ to that belonging.”


We belong to God’s in-breaking realm, Jesus says. And it’s that belonging that gives us a new identity. One that calls us to live graciously and generously. One that calls for our courage and our gratitude. One that allows us to see and live in the world in a different way.


The songwriter John Bucchino captures what that might mean in these lyrics:

I've got a roof over my head / I've got a warm place to sleep
Some nights I lie awake counting gifts / Instead of counting sheep

I've got a heart that can hold love / I've got a mind that can think
There may be times when I lose the light / And let my spirits sink
But I can't stay depressed / When I remember how I'm blessed

Grateful, grateful / Truly grateful I am
Grateful, grateful / Truly blessed / And duly grateful

In a city of strangers / I've got a family of friends
No matter what rocks and brambles fill the way
I know that they will stay until the end

I feel a hand holding my hand / It's not a hand you can see
But on the road to the promised land / This hand will shepherd me
Through delight and despair / Holding tight and always there . . .

It's not that I don't want a lot / Or hope for more, or dream of more
But giving thanks for what I've got
Makes me so much happier than keeping score

In a world that can bring pain / I will still take each chance
For I believe that whatever the terrain / Our feet can learn to dance
Whatever stone life may sling / We can moan or we can sing

Grateful, grateful / Truly grateful I am
Grateful, grateful / Truly blessed / And duly grateful
  Amen.
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