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I’m curious: when I was reading the Gospel just 

now, how’d it make you feel? In case you’ve already 

forgotten: “If anyone strikes you,” Jesus says to you: 

“turn the other cheek…” and, while you’ve got their 

attention, go ahead and give them your coat, too. 

“If somebody forces you to walk a mile with 

them,” suggest: “Let’s make it two.” Give to everyone 

who begs from you” …and, don’t refuse anyone who 

wants to borrow a buck or two… “Love your enemies.” 

How about that one? And “pray for those who persecute 

you…” And as if all that wasn’t hard enough, Jesus ends 

what some might see as a rant by saying, “Be perfect…”  

How does all that make you feel? Like a load to 

carry? An obligation? Do you feel like you must measure 

up…and you’re afraid you won’t? Tell me – loudly enough 

so I can hear: how does that text make you feel?  

Well, I gotta tell ya, there are few texts I would 

less rather encounter than this one: it reminds me of 

what Mark twain once said, "I have no problem with 

those parts of the Bible I don't understand. It's those 

parts of the Bible I do that give me fits." 

Reminds me of the religion of my childhood: 

rules, and regulations, obligations, responsibilities. God, 

experienced as a stern taskmaster, the state trooper in 

the sky: his ‘radar’ always aimed at cutting down on our 

‘speed’ in life, watching our every move and recording it 

all in his Grade Book, a gold star when we’re ‘good’ – a 

bold black ‘X’ when we’re not. And, when we die, all that 

gets tallied-up: more stars than ‘Xs’, we go to heaven. 

More ‘Xs’ than stars? Well, you know what happens then. 

Rules, rules and more rules: go to church, read 

the Bible, say your prayers, tithe your income, love your 

enemies, turn the other cheek: on and on and on. Do all 

that with a smile while never letting yourself lie or cheat 

or steal or cuss or be unkind to children, pets – not even 

to your mother-in-law!  

And that I was told, was ‘the Gospel!’ – the “good 

news.” But, didn’t sound very ‘good’ to me. In no way did 

I sense that God was ‘for’ me – other than from some 

baffling, mystical perspective that I never quite got a 

handle on. God felt like an enemy, no matter how much 

the preacher talked about God’s love. It was nothing but 

dissonance. 

Strange?  Not really. So many people never get 

past that. They experience God as the enemy, and 

religion as a millstone around their necks, holding them 

back from enjoying life.  That’s why they’re not here- or 

in any other church this morning - and, like as not, never 

will be. I would dare say, based on the precipitous decline 

of American church participation, thanks to the media 

who make us all look like superstitious goof-ball kooks, 

that this is precisely how most people have been taught 

or come to experience religion. An additional unbearable 

burden in a life already shackled with so much else over 

which they have no control. With that picture of the 

Christian life, I can understand why so many people don’t 

want any part of it: I wouldn’t – and didn’t, either. 

It’s better not to have any religious faith at all 

than to be caught up in this distorted, narrow, legalistic 

absurdity masquerading as religion that slathers on the 

obligation so thickly that it’s impossible to taste the 

blessing. Like a friend said to another one day: “Wouldn’t 

you like to be a Christian?” The answer: “No, thanks. I 

have enough trouble as it is.” 

Interesting, isn’t it? That this is precisely the 

same kind of world Jesus encountered in the 1st century.  

Where religion was a set of rules. Read the book of 

Leviticus, hundreds and hundreds of rules, and here this 

upstart Rabbi, Jesus, comes along and starts talking not 

about doing – but about being, about relationships 

where, he says, the important thing is to have the right 

kind: with God, and with our neighbors. 

You have heard it said that “a little learning is a 

dangerous thing…” but, I say unto you: a little religion is 

far worse. It makes the kind of person who’s “too 

Christian to enjoy sinning, and too sinful to enjoy 

Christianity.”  

But, you know Christianity is nothing like that. 

When you seriously consider the “God Story”, as I call it,- 

you begin to see that what God wants to give us far 

outweighs what God asks of us. Besides, whatever God 

asks us to do, he gives us everything we need to do it. 

God not only asks, he also enables. 

But, most people I think don’t believe that 

because most people have just enough religion to make 
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them miserable. All the, “you musts” and the delightful 

“must nots” makes it a joyless, duty-filled burden. 

You really think that’s what God wants for us?  I 

don’t. Not at all. Here’s what Jesus really wants for us: 

“…that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be 

full…” “my Grace is sufficient for you,” he says - “Peace I 

leave with you, my peace I give to you…” “Let not your 

hearts be troubled, neither let them be afraid…”,  “for 

those who listen and respond shall renew their strength; 

they shall mount up with wings as eagles; they shall run, 

and not be weary…walk and not faint:” gifts God wants 

to give us for a life that’s an adventure, a blessing, a 

celebration.  

But to gather those gifts, we’ve gotta’ forget the 

image of a God “out there” making unachievable 

demands on us. Remember a God “in here” giving us 

everything we need to become all we can be. It makes all 

the difference to understand – as Lutherans so uniquely 

do - that we don’t live life in some hopeless, impossible 

servitude of bondage to God’s rules, but, in joyful 

appreciation and thanksgiving for God’s gifts!  

God’s not saying to us: “These are things you 

must do”, but – rather - “this is the kind of person I will 

help you become” not all at once – and not once and for 

all – but, together, we’ll walk this rocky road of faith and 

stumble over the barriers life hurls in front of us hand-in-

hand. In faith, and in love, because it's easy to become a 

Christian but, it’s impossible to be a Christian…any… 

other…way. Amen. 
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