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I read a story recently involving a program that sponsored kids in the foster
care system to go camping in the wilderness for a week at a time to get
away from the stresses of their young lives. They learned to fish and put up
tents and cook over a fire and about lots of birds and plants and generally
help one another as they spent time together as a group in the great
outdoors. At one point during a group’s stay, two of the younger boys got
into it a bit over building a fire, and who was going to do it better. They
started getting a little physical and in turn began yelling, insulting each
other and the few family members they had and it all escalated pretty
quickly. Perhaps that sounds like what we might expect to happen in such a
situation, but what made this story stand out to me was the reaction of the
older adults. It’s easy for us to put ourselves in that place of what we might
do - yell with them to knock it off, perhaps say some things we might regret
later, let our own anger or concern take over. But what the adult leaders did
instead was physically separate the kids, and instead of scolding them,
gave them each a hug. They responded with reassuring words, “hey, you’re
okay, you can do this.” They hugged them and made sure they felt safe.
Both of the kids were so surprised their emotions took a different turn, and
calmed down remarkably quickly. It was so counter to what they had seen
and known from adults in their lives, and indeed from other kids too, that
they started to learn another way.

Sometimes a weeklong program somewhere when you’re a kid can
absolutely impact the rest of your life, and sometimes it’s simply a thing you
did once and it has no long term impact on you at all. I’m not sure which
ended up being true for those younger boys, but does that mean the
leaders shouldn’t have taken the harder, perhaps counterintuitive action
they did? That they shouldn’t have shown care and physical safety to these
kids, even if only for a week? Of course not! The leaders did what they
could to be a loving, kind, and safe space for these kids who absolutely
needed it, and in the process, hoped and prayed that they may take some
more positive reality of what the world could be with them. They did what
they could to bring God-given goodness and love to these kids so
desperately in need of it.
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The lesson we learn from Jesus in today’s Gospel reading is that
sometimes the way God’s love is brought to others is counterintuitive - it’s a
lot harder than it looks and is rooted in what we can do, regardless of
recognition or praise or anything else. It’s about loving people and bringing
love and mercy and grace to others, in every time and place, especially
when it’s hardest.

An alternative title for today’s Gospel lesson could be “the difficulties of
discipleship”. We hear of the promises of God’s abundant love and grace
and mercy, yes, but the actual action of following Jesus, the one who gives
us this love, grace, and mercy, can be significantly more difficult than just
the romanticization of these qualities of God. Discipleship is life-giving and
also not always an easy walk in the park.

When we think about hope and new life, we generally think of a situation
that is different from what we’re currently in. We are hoping that something
painful we are experiencing now will be gone by the time we hit some sort
of destination of our hoping or longing or what we expect new life to be.
But living into the promises of new life isn’t a passive thing. It is a comfort,
certainly, but it also takes concrete focus and mindful action to bring about
the changes we wish to see in the world, the larger world as well as our
own little corner of it.

These ideas of turning your other cheek to the one who strikes you, giving
even your shirt to the one who takes your coat, are absolutely radical and
counterintuitive. And I want to very clearly say, these verses of scripture are
not to be used to support abusers or abusive situations. Not at all. Jesus
uses these visceral images because they would carry power and help the
people in that particular time and culture understand what he was saying.
It’s a way of showing and not telling what sometimes the effort to follow
Jesus requires, not at all a condoning of abusive actions towards one
another. In fact, the real message here is the exact opposite. If we want the
world to change, to be merciful as God is merciful to us, to be more in
alignment with the kingdom of heaven God envisions for us, then we have
to change our own behaviors and reactions first. We cannot control other
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people and what good or harm or anywhere in between that they do, but
we can control our own actions and reactions. And because this is what we
have control of, this is where we start with bringing the kingdom of God
nearer.

The more important, core message here, is doing unto others as you would
have them do to you. This is an excellent starting place when considering
how to control our own actions and how we relate to others and God’s
created world around us. If we want the world to be kinder, then we have to
be kinder. If we want the world to be merciful, then we must be merciful as
God has first been merciful to us, Jesus tells us. If we want the world to be
more loving, then we must be more loving, especially in situations where
it’s hard.

It is only with God’s help and the guidance of Christ Jesus that we are able
to make this more merciful and loving world a reality. With God we know
the promises of love, real goodness and real love in our world are
steadfast, and with Christ, his ministry, his actions, his lessons and stories,
we learn how to live into those promises, even within our limitations and
imperfections of being human.

One of those limitations and imperfections of being human is getting
complacent, and thinking highly of ourselves that we’ve taken the high road
and judge others who perhaps haven’t done the same things we have.
There is a difference between being proud of yourself for the good things
you do (which is necessary from time to time to encourage ourselves to
continue in this holy work) and being so proud you cast down others who
don’t do things the exact way you do. Jesus warns us against this, and
advises us that condemnation and unforgiveness will come back to us. We
must initiate kind interpretation and forgiveness and openness to
difference. And we must do so with our fellow people in the body of Christ
with us.

We are not meant to do this work of kingdom-bringing alone. There are
inherently relationships involved in bringing God’s kingdom nearer. The first
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relationship is our relationship with God, in Christ Jesus, by the power of
the Holy Spirit. And from there, it’s about our relationships with other people
that we really learn the power of the kingdom of God. The camping kids
would not have learned the kindness and safety they did if it weren’t for the
trust and relationship built with those adult leaders. We have hope built in
our loving relationships, with our families, our spouses, kids, grandkids, and
friends who become family over time.

And I pray that as we each embark on this journey to bring the kingdom of
God closer for all people, that you may find grace, mercy, and love from the
one who first brought them to us. I pray that even in the most difficult
moments of following Christ, that his promises of hope and new life sustain
you and guide you in your dealings with others. And I pray that our Lord
Jesus Christ will inspire, comfort, and teach you in his holy ways of love,
grace, and mercy, today and always. Thanks be to God, Amen.


