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We’ve been spending some time on the mountain with Jesus during Lent,
looking at the Sermon on the Mount found in Matthew 5, 6 and 7. I want to
thank Rev. Donald and Cathie for preaching on the topic for the last two
Sundays.
Jesus’ words are incredibly challenging. On the surface they sound nice.
Love your enemies, don’t judge others— it sounds nice in theory, but when
the rubber hits the road— when you apply it to something real in your life—
it’s not easy.
There was a sense in Jesus’ time and it’s still here today that if we behave
well it is evidence that we are good people and therefore we’ll be rewarded.
(A bit like that image of St. Peter standing at the gates of heaven and
looking through your life at all your good and bad deeds and tallying them
up to see if you get at least 51% passing grade!) We hope we’ll be good
enough and do enough good deeds to get in.
But then Jesus, referring to the well-known Ten Commandments, says this:
“You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ‘You shall not
murder’ and ‘whoever murders shall be liable to judgment.’ 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.” Like Jesus’
listeners, most of us could look at the 10 Commandments and get a
passing grade.1 But Jesus says that’s not the test. He gives a way harder
test that goes beyond the 10 Commandments, and in this test we all fail.
Just because you avoid murdering someone doesn’t mean you are good.
It’s not just about doing good or avoiding doing bad. It’s deeper.
It’s not doing; it’s being. It’s not outside actions but inside attitudes. When it
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•
I am the Lord your God. You shall not have strange gods before me. You shall not make to thyself any graven
thing; nor the likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or in the earth beneath, nor of those things that are in the waters under
the earth. You shall not adore them nor serve them.
•
You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain.
•
Remember to keep holy the Sabbath day.
•
Honour your father and your mother.
•
You shall not kill.
•
You shall not commit adultery.
•
You shall not steal.
•
You shall not bear false witness against your neighbour.
•
You shall not covet your neighbour’s wife.
•
You shall not covet your neighbour’s goods.
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comes to relationships, the focus is not really on the enemy or on those
people out there, but on us.
Jesus doesn’t want your yard to look nicely mowed and the outside of your
house to look neat so that it’s looks pretty for the neighbours. He wants to
renovate and reorganize the inside of your house. And not just the kitchen
and living room which guests might occasionally come and see — God
wants to clean up the basement! He wants to look in those closets that
you’ve shoved full of boxes and crap you’d been trying to forget about.
I’ve got teenagers. And I’m on to them. When I ask them to clean their
room what they like to do is scoop up everything on the floor and throw it all
in the closet. I say, “Should I look in your closet?” and they answer “Nah,
you don’t want to do that!” But Jesus wants to open the closet and invite
the skeletons to come on out.
I always found it strange that in the 12 steps of AA, the road to recovery is
through doing a lot of work related to fixing yourself. That might seem
obvious to you but let me explain further. I have hardly ever heard a story
of someone who is in recovery from drug or alcohol addiction who has not
had some kind of abuse or trauma that happened to them or that they
witnessed. Dr. Gabor Maté wrote in his book, In the Realm of Hungry
Ghosts: Close Encounters with Addiction, that: “The research literature is
unequivocal: most hard-core substance abusers come from abusive
homes. The majority of my skid row patients suffered severe neglect and
maltreatment early in life.”2
In other words, people don’t choose to become alcoholics. Horrible things
happen that cause people to need to cope and survive and do things like
use substances to help with that coping. And yet in AA, the steps of
recovery do not lead you to point fingers at others and all the brutal things
the world has done to you. Just the opposite. The finger gets pointed not
outside, but inside.
Step 4: Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.
Step 5: Admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the
exact nature of our wrongs.
Step 6: Were entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of
character.
Step 7: Humbly asked God to remove our shortcomings.
Step 8: Made a list of all persons we had harmed, and became willing to
make amends to them all.
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Maté Gabor and Peter Levine, In the Realm of Hungry Ghosts: Close Encounters with Addiction (Berkeley,
CA: North Atlantic Books, 2020). Audible Book, chapter 4, 03:43.
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Step 9: Made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except
when to do so would injure them or others.
The focus and the path to recovery is not about blaming the world or other
people, however true that blame may be, and it is true. You don’t get to
choose what family you are born into or brought up in. You didn’t choose
your parents or your siblings, you didn’t choose if you were born into
poverty or stability. So many of the hurts and scars we have are genuinely
not our fault and yet as we seek to heal, the steps of AA lead us to looking
at our own faults. Instead of blaming outward, the focus is in looking inward
and seeing where you have harmed others. I find that fascinating and
completely annoying.
It’s true and easy to blame and point the figure out there. You’ve probably
heard the expression “When you point a figure at someone else there are
three other fingers pointing back at you.” It’s hard to look inside, but when
we can do that, that’s where lasting healing and freedom can come for us
and for others.
Jesus says “In everything do to others as you would have them do to you;
for this is the law and the prophets.” We call this the “Golden Rule”. Jesus
said that this was the law and the prophets. What does that mean? The law
and the prophets are the scriptures. The law is the first 5 books of the Bible
and the prophets are all the books like Jeremiah, Isaiah, Ezekiel, Daniel,
Obediah, Jonah, Micah and many more. In other words, that’s what the
scriptures, the message, is all about. Relationships. Our relationship with
God and our relationships with one another.
The word reconciliation comes to mind. Reconciliation is about repairing
and restoring and making good relationships.
How do you want to be treated? I want to be treated with kindness and
grace. I know I’m not perfect. I hope that people will encourage me to be
more … but will understand when sometimes I am less. I hope to be loved
for all that I am. Unconditionally.
As Christians, we should be known for our love,
and yet so very often the sad truth is that for
non-Christians we are known more for how
much we judge others.
A Barna study revealed that 62% of lapsed
Christians said the #1 quality they look for in a
person to discuss faith with is ‘non-judgment.’
Only 34% said they knew any Christians who
have this quality.
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I’m not saying you have to like everyone. We are different in so many ways.
The goal is not to like or even be like everyone else, but we are called to
love people — not to judge them.
Honestly I think that’s what we all want — to be able to trust someone
enough that we can show them the uglier parts of us and still be loved;
even though we both know there’s work to be done!
Jesus came to earth to reconcile the world, to reconcile you to God — to
renew and restore a relationship. The Message translation of John 3:16
reads this way: 16-17 “This is how much God loved the world: He gave his
Son, his one and only Son. And this is why: so that no one need be
destroyed; by believing in him, anyone can have a whole and lasting life.
God didn’t go to all the trouble of sending his Son merely to point an
accusing finger, telling the world how bad it was. He came to help, to put
the world right again.”
Do you remember how I said Jesus set up a new test that we all fail? It’s
true. We’re never going to be good enough to earn heaven. But there’s
grace. We pass and we win not because we are good but because Jesus is
good, and because Jesus loves us so much. Jesus died for all that is ugly
in this world and in each of us and to show us a love that is so deep and so
wondrous it’s hard to put it into words.
We are being called into an honest and beautiful relationship. When we
catch a glimpse, when we begin to trust that the love is real, that’s when
things begin to change.
When we catch a glimpse of this relationship (with God) and begin to trust
it, it changes all of these relationships (with one another). Because when
we experience real grace for ourselves and are not afraid of our messy
places, that’s when all of a sudden we have grace and love for others.
The world needs more grace.
This past week I watched some of
the U.S Senate Committee hearing
on Judge Ketanji Brown Jackson.
She has been nominated to serve
on the Supreme Court in the U.S.
and she will become the first black
woman to hold that office.
Supreme Court Judges are on for
life, and so they are very careful
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with whom they select to be there.
But as you likely know the U.S. is a deeply divided country on political;
really tribal lines and this hearing (almost a trial) reflects those divisions. I
would not have wanted to be her this week. Just about everything she has
said or done was held up under a microscope: papers she wrote in law
school, her parenting style, her faith, her views on issues. Everything is
scrutinized. And it is highly, highly political.
A few things stood out for me. The first (pointed out by commentator and
theologian Diana Butler Bass), was that during Jackson’s opening remarks
she talked about her name and her identity. She said: “When I was born
here in Washington, my parents were public school teachers, and to
express both pride in their heritage and hope for the future, they gave me
an African name; "Ketanji Onyika," which they were told means "lovely
one."
That and some of her other responses highlighted her deeply rooted
knowledge that she was loved. She even pointed out that her very name
meant “lovely one”. Sen. Cory Booker pointed out the struggle that she and
her parents and grandparents had endured simply by being black. He said
that they endured great struggle and yet they continued to love the country
and to work towards it being a better country.
In the midst of the ugliness of some of the words and tones of that hearing,
she stayed rooted in love and therefore able to see beyond the ugliness
and work for something good.
Friends, when you are rooted in love, when you know you are loved — not
that you are perfect, but that you are loved with all your good traits and all
your flaws— that’s when you truly have the capacity to love your enemy.
Let me tell you, Jesus really knows you and he loves you so very much. He
loves you just the way you are and he loves you too much to leave you
there. There’s work to be done in you and in me and in the world around
us, and it is good. It will bring hope and freedom and so much more love.
Thanks be to God. Amen.
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