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Ever since the election I've been hearing or reading stories  
 in which someone behaves in an uncivil manner  
  toward a somebody else in a store or a line or a parking lot, 
   only to have other people gather around in support  
    of the person being hassled,  
     yelled at, or made to feel unwelcome. 
That there has been an uptick in uncivil behavior is only anecdotal. 
 For all I know, a certain percentage of the population  
  can be counted on to behave badly all the time. 
But the part that feels new, is the unwillingness of bystanders to act   
 bystanders and stand by.  
My favorite of these recent stories is the one  
 in which a woman wearing a headscarf in a fast food restaurant  
  is barked at very loudly and publically by a man  
   who tells her that now that Donald Trump is president 
    she doesn't belong here and she should go home. 
Never mind the fact that she is home. 
 That she is an American Muslim whose home  
  is about six blocks away, and had been for decades.  
Naturally after the outburst a sickening silence fell 
 but only for a moment.  
Because rather quickly a very rough looking man covered with tattoos  
 stepped up to the woman as others held their breath  
  he said, “ Mam, I am a military veteran and I have been 
   trained to protect and defend my countrymen. 
So I want you to know that I’m here for you. 
 And I’m just guessing that most of the people in this room are too”. 
  At which point applause broke out throughout the restaurant 
   while the first man stopped angrily away.  
 
Now I don't know if these stories,  
 and there are a lot of them on the internet these days, 
  I don't know if these stories are true. 
But I hope they are, because they remind me 
 of the stories that I grew up with. I was born in 1954,        
  so the stories of my childhood on TV about good neighbors, 
   good citizens, and what it meant to be a member of a community. 
Most of those stories tough actually came from an earlier period of time. 
 Those stories came from the period during and after the World War Two. 
  It was still ok to be corny then, and movies and early TV shows 
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   often highlighted corny people who treated each other 
    with dignity and respect, no matter who they were.  
It's important to say out loud that the stories of that era 
 probably did not represent every American’s reality either. 
  A certain percentage of the population behaved badly then, too. 
So no, the stories may not have been the whole truth. 
 But, they were the stories about what was valued. 
  They were the kind of stories people wanted their children to hear 
   so their children would be exposed to and grow up with 
    the kind of characteristics that make for a good neighbor. 
  
Both of our scriptures texts today are stories about         
 kingdom values, neighbor values. 
  They tell us about us the nature of the Holy God of Israel,      
   and the God of Jesus Christ, and that to be God’s people  
    we must act in keeping with who God is.   
Both scriptures tell us that God's rule is focused directly  
 on how we treat our neighbor,i  
  not just when we're in the mood, but all the time. 
The words in Matthew from Jesus   
 take a set of Israel's behavior codes  
  and push them even further. 
   I will come back to them in a minute. 
But first let's spend some time with the words in Leviticus 
 in part because we almost never do. 
 
Few books of the bible challenge us as much as Leviticus, 
 even the best intentioned people  
  who set out to read the Bible cover to cover  
   run out of enthusiasm when they reach  
    Leviticus page after page after page of laws and holiness codes. 
No doubt you heard echoes of the Ten Commandments in our reading. 
 The Ten Commandments, of course, come  
  from the story of Moses in the Book of Exodus. 
Leviticus, or the book of Levites—meaning priests— 
 has almost no stories at all.  
  It's filled with priestly commandments and instructions 
   on how to live a holy life in fellowship with our holy God. 
    The word “holy” remember means sacred, it means set apart. 
That's the first thing for us to notice today, that we are to be set apart, 
 that the God of Israel and Jesus is an end, not a means,  
  God is a presence to be honored never a power to be harnessed. 
   "God," writes theologian Walter Brueggemann,   
    “is not to be reduced to a tradable or usable commodity."ii 
No more "God is on our side, and never was on yours" bummer stickers, 
  which may be easy enough for us to absorb. 
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But it also means no whining if you happen to be a retailer 
 about refusing service to somebody on religious grounds  
  just because you don’t have to be comfortable with them. 
   Beloved we don't get to do that, though many who call themselves   
    Christians seem to think that we do. 
We don't get to use God to make ourselves feel holy. 
 God’s holiness, says both our texts today,  
  is expressed first and foremost in how we treat our neighbors.  
  
The book of Leviticus puts the injunction "Be holy, for I am holy"  
 on God's lips repeatedly; the root word for "holy"  
  occurs in Leviticus 150 times.  
As with the Ten Commandments  
 these instructions are not given to us just as dictates  
  for how to live before God,  
   but they are the way to secure our well being  
    by securing the well-being of everyone around us.  
We are called to reorganize our treatment of our neighbors  
 in ways that give healing, health and well-being to all.  
  Not just to the people we like. Not just the people like us.  
   Not just the people we think God favors. All. Period. 
In Leviticus  our neighbor is never a problem,  
 never an inconvenience  and never an intrusion.  
  The needs of the neighbor, writes Brueggemann, 
    are "the very stuff of moral awareness."iii 
    Not unlike the wonderfully sappy movies and TV shows 
     I saw as a kid. 
 
These practical lessons on how citizens of God's kingdom ought to behave  
 are set out in five paragraphs, 
  every one of them has to do with our duty to other people. 
   Each one closes with the refrain "I am the Lord." 
The first words seek to help the poor when it comes to  
 grain, vines, and trees. In other words, everything that can be cultivated: 
  Produce should be left in the field for poor to glean. Why?  
 Because the Lord is the ultimate owner of everything. 
  Landowners are only stewards, 
   so they can be conscientious workers on the first go,  
    they must not be selfish or stingy 
     by passing through their fields a second time. 
Next, neighbors should always be dealt with honestly. 
 Stealing, lying or fraud is never okay. 
  The actions and speech of our God are always, always reliable  
   so our speech and action has to be reliable too. 
Third, wages should be paid promptly. 
 The understanding here is that day workers and their families 
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  might not be able to eat that night unless they get paid.   
   It is not okay to hold wages overnight, 
    not even because you might be able to make a little money  
     on the interest while you hold on to someone else's pay.  
Fourth, disputes between people 
 should be settled with equity and fairness 
  particularly where vulnerable people are concerned, 
   such as the blind or deaf are involved. 
These words seem to be saying both that  
 all people deserve their dignity regardless of ability, 
  and two, don’t be afraid of differences that may unsettle you. 
This paragraph is where my favorite lines can be found, 
 the lines that say don't be partial to the poor or defer to the great. 
  Both those ideas are startling. 
The poor are to be treated justly, fairly, but not with kid gloves. 
 The rich are not to be violated or slandered any more than the poor, 
  but neither are they to be made much of just because they're rich. 
   Dare I say out loud that that might mean that 
     the entire economic system ought not be set up  
     in favor of the wealthiest few?  
   "With justice you shall judge your neighbor," 
    says the code, putting all of us on the same plain. 
Somewhere in the far distance  
 we can hear a prophet named John  
  saying things about mountains being leveled, 
   valleys lifted up, and the rough places made smoothiv 
 
Finally come the beloved words sometimes called the Golden Rule, 
 "love your neighbor as yourself," 
  though no one actually knows             
   where the phrase Golden Rule comes from.v 
    Sadly, we often skip past the "as yourself" part.  
If we are to give the same preference to everyone, rich or poor,  
 surely we ought to treat ourselves as lovable and deserving, too.  
In my time as a pastor many people  have told me  
 they don't pray for themselves because it feels selfish or wrong.  
  So I urge you, pray for yourself, you deserve God’s love and care    
   and it will make you a better bearer of God’s love to other people.  
 
There you have it: 
 To be holy as God is holy, is to love your neighbor, show hospitality to the stranger, 
  and be a person of justice"vi  
   not just to those who are more vulnerable than you 
    but to those above you on the ladder, too, and to yourself. 
And maybe you noticed in the reading that justice is not a part time job. 
 "At every step in life the call to holiness confronts us: 
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  in the field, at home, in business, with friends, 
   with aliens and foreigners, in acts of worship, and in the family,"vii 
    Oh and also from time to time 
     in fast food restaurants.  
 
All that is well and good, you may be thinking,  
 but what about those much more demanding words  
  from Jesus in the Matthew? 
Are we really being asked to give up reasonable, legal forms of retribution? 
 And are we really being told to love our enemies? 
  
Yes and no. Or maybe yes and yes. 
 Yes, as in Leviticus these words are more about God  
  and about the nature of God's reign 
   than they are about whether you and I          
    will ever really live into them. 
It helps to slow down here               
 and remember the context for the Sermon of the Mount.        
  The words in Matthew today are the end of the final two antitheses out of six, 
   the end of the Sermon on the Mount. 
 So the context for Jesus’ sermon is the announcement        
  that in him the kingdom of God has come near.  
We’ve read all this. 
 We've been reading Matthew for weeks now.  
  We saw Jesus move into Galilee after the arrest and execution of John. 
   We heard him call his first disciples  
    and begin teaching in the synagogues, 
     healing people and attracting crowds,  
      and always, always talking about the reign of God, 
       the new reality that his presence represents. 
        And only then does he give the Sermon on the Mount. 
         About this new reality.       
Beginning with the Beatitudes. 
In the Beatitudes everything is upside down 
 and the poor, those in mourning, the meek,  
  the ones who long for righteousness, the merciful,  
   the pure, the peacemakers, the persecuted—all of them are blessed, 
    they’re called happy, when we know full well that to be in any of those 
       categories is most often means to be one of the most  
         miserable of the earth. 
But in the reign of God all is upended and rearranged 
 in order to give life to those folks and to their opponents. To give life to all. 
  God's rule and God's power will do this. It is a certainty. 
All that follows, including the Beatitudes, everything that follows what we read today, 
 is a description of how life should be lived in the coming kingdom. 
Not seeking to retaliate, and loving your enemies is not about  
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 converting your enemies or making the world a nicer place. 
Loving the enemy and giving up the need to win no matter what 
 is what God does, that is how God behaves           
  and citizens of God's kingdom will all do this one day. 
   To the extent that we can do these thing now.        
    Live these kingdom characteristics, 
     we will be freed and healed ourselves 
      and we will heal those around us as we become     
       reflections of the God whose kingdom we proclaim.  
All that is the yes, yes, yes. Here is the only no, 
 I wish the translator had not used the word perfect. 
  Be perfect as your father in heaven is perfect. 
   Because we Americans are very hung up on the word perfect we think  
      perfect and perfection means never making a mistake—and  
        that is not what the original says at all. 
A much better translation would be genuine, as your father in heaven is always genuine, 
 or even be whole as God is always whole,           
  for those who like the word authentic, be authentic as God is always authentic. 
   All three of those words are actually better than the word perfect. 
Giving up the need for revenge or retribution 
 and loving those who never will love you back may be beyond you 
  but to the extent where we can do these things 
   we will reflect the grace and love of Christ 
    and we will be healed and made whole as we go about it. 
 
Because of this text, I have been thinking about enemies all week long. 
 Right now in my life I have no problem saying that         
  the greatest enemy I face is illness. 
For a while I stupidly thought that people  
 whose political opinions don’t match mine might be my enemies,  
  but then it occurred to me, my Lord in heaven what a charmed life I lead  
   if fellows citizens who don't happen to agree with me  
    are my enemies. Opponents, sure maybe.        
     But enemies? I don’t think so.  
Only you know who your enemies might be.  
 All I only know that holding on to my angers, fears and a desire for retribution 
  keeps me from experiencing the reign of God in my life right now. 
In the Tuesday Morning bible study after talking about all these things  
 we decided to sit for a minute in silence with Jesus’ call to love our enemies,  
  and that is what I invite all of us to do right now  
   as our prayer of commitment this day.  
    I will begin the time with "let us pray" and I will end it with "Amen." 
     As we sit in silence and consider loving our enemies. 
Therefore beloved here these words of Jesus Christ: 
 Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you 
  so that you may be children of your Father in heaven.  
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   Let us pray….Amen. 
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