“The Court”

Psalm 119: 33-37

Matthew 5:38-45

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my Redeemer. Amen

Many years ago a young minister wrote, “I was initially disappointed at being categorized as an extremist, as I continued to think about the matter I gradually gained a measure of satisfaction from the label. Was not Jesus an extremist for love: “Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them that which despitefully use you, and persecute you.

His reflection continued as he listed other extremist from the prophet Amos, “Let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream,” to Martin Luther, “Here I stand, I cannot do otherwise, so help me God,” to John Bunyon “I will stay in jail to the end of my days before I make a butchery of my conscience” to Thomas Jefferson, “We hold these truths to be self evident, that all men are created equal.” So, concludes, The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King in his letter from Birmingham Jail on April 16, 1963 “The question is not whether we will be extremists, but what kind of extremist we will be. Will we be extremists for hate or for love?”

The young Dr. King, age 34, chose love and that meant a commitment to non violence to secure racial equality. He did not arrive at this interpretation alone. The Quakers Society of Friends arranged for Dr. King to visit India in 1959. There he visited the birthplace of Mahatma Gandhi. Many of you know that Ghandi spoke with some regularity about The Sermon on the Mount and how much it influenced him in taking a non violent stand against British colonial occupation of India.

King said that he returned from India determined to stand against violence and for the principles outlined in Matthew 5:38 despite enormous pressure from many that disagreed with him. The rest is history and he became in 1965 the youngest person ever awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. Love your enemies.

This morning Jesus instructs us to be nothing short of extremists for love not in a political sense but in a highly personal and religious sense. We are to do two things: “Do not resist evil and love your enemies so that you can become sons and daughters of our Father in heaven.”

Let’s step back from the international and national scene for a few minutes and consider what these words on a smaller and more intimate scale. Jesus’ words strike to the very core of our hearts: what and whom are we going love and what we are going to do with those inevitable feeling of hate?

I invite you to travel with me this morning from the court rooms of Birmingham and Washington DC to another court that I find much easier to navigate and where we might see a way to make this text our own. Sports are accessible. We are eligible to be a part of a team: we don’t have to be able to play basketball for example we just need to love it. The more you watch it the more you fall in love with the artistry of the game, the heroes and the thrill of their victories. Vicarious of course but still real for we are fans and our role is to make sure they keep winning.

This week Bill Russell was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom at a White House ceremony. I don’t know if he is a student of the Sermon on the Mount but I read in his remarks this week an interpretation of the text before us today.

Asked if this was the greatest personal honor in his life (he already has 2 college titles, I Olympic Gold medal, 11 NBA Championships). He replied, “A close second.” “What’s first,” asked the reporter. Laughing, uncharacteristically, Russell said, “When he was about 77, my father said, ‘You know you’re all grown up now, and I want to tell you something. You know I am very proud of the way you turned out as my son, and I’m proud of you as a father.’ My father is my hero, and I cannot perceive of anything topping that….while I’m very, very flattered by this honor.”

In 1966 Russell was named the first black coach of a major professional sport in the United States. At a press conference the second question from a reporter “Can you coach the white guys without being prejudiced?” Still feeling the pain of that moment all these years later he reflected “Now I didn’t recall anybody asking a white coach if he could coach black guys without being prejudiced. But that day, all I said was, ‘Yeah.’ 

Does this mean Russell loved that reporter: no not in the sense of falling in love with a spouse or loving our parents and kids. This is not is not the love Jesus is talking about. 

The love Jesus demands of us today is called agape in Greek. Agape is love that is intentional: a decision of will and spirit and heart. I decision to resist evil and move on to fulfill the plan God has for you.

Loving an enemy is bidding farewell to what you wanted from them and the resentment you feel at what they did, or did not give to you. It is not easy. Jesus showed us just how hard it is: at any point in his ministry he could have gotten off track taking offense at his enemies who were always there at his heels: he eats with tax-collectors, associates with those women, works on the Sabbath, feeds the hungry, undercuts our power etc. We don’t think about that much because Jesus didn’t. He showed us how to stay the course for his Father.

Sometimes being faithful to Jesus is not about changing the world but just our own hearts. It is the hardest work we will ever do: not besting the enemy without but the enemy within. The Rev. T. D. Jakes preached a sermon entitled “Let it Go” that opens up hits at the heart of the matter before us.

“Hear me when I tell you this! When people can walk away from you: let them walk. I don't want you to try to talk another person into staying with you, loving you, calling you, caring about you, coming to see you, staying attached to you.

When people can walk away from you let them walk. Your destiny is never tied to anybody that left.

People leave you because they are not joined to you. And if they are not joined to you, you can't make them stay. LET THEM GO!

And it doesn't mean that they are a bad person it just means that their part in the story is over. And you've got to know when people's part in your story is over so that you don't keep trying to raise the dead. You've got to know when it's dead. Let me tell you something. I’ve got the gift of goodbye. It’s the tenth spiritual gift. I believe in good-bye. It’s not that I’m hateful, it’s that I’m faithful, and I know whatever God means for me to have – he’ll give it to me.

And if it takes too much sweat I don’t need it.  Stop begging people to stay – let them go. If you are holding on to something that doesn’t belong to you and was never intended for your life, then you need to Let It Go!

If you are holding onto past hurts and pains you need to Let It Go!

If someone can’t treat you right, love you back, and see your worth, Let It Go, says Jakes.

If someone has angered you and you are holding onto some thoughts of evil and revenge Let It Go!

If you are involved in a wrong relationship or addiction, Let It Go!

If you keep judging others to make yourself feel better, Let It Go!

If you’re stuck in the past and God is trying to take you to a new level in Him Let It Go!

If you keep trying to help someone who won’t even try to help themselves, Let It Go!

If you keep trying to help someone and they only want to hurt you, Let It Go!

If there is a situation you are so use to handling yourself that you don’t hear God saying, “Take your hands off of it! let it go.”

There is one word that is often overlooked in The Sermon on the Mount: pray – “Pray for those who persecute you.” That is where faith is tested. It is also the means for God to change, not our enemies, but us through his love.

It is a mystery but I look to the cross and I see a love that never died and remember in the midst of that agony the words, “Father forgive them for they know not what they do….” Amen.
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