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been time for obedience or disobedience. By

appearing at the beginning, the Beatitudes remind
us that God'’s grace, God’s favor, God’'s blessings
orecede all our endeavors. God’s grace and God’s

mercy form the context for all behavior and
relationships.

Thus the moral and ethical instructions which
follow in the Sermon on the Mount are not to be
seen as ways of earning God’s favor, but as guide-
lines for our living because we already have God’s
favor, because we know God loves us.

Let me say that again in different words for
emphasis. These ethical and moral guidelines
are being given to those of us who are trying to
follow Jesus, to those who have already accepted
the love of God which has come to us in Jesus,
They are not rules to obey in order to become
followers of Christ, but a new way of living
because we are already followers of Jesus and when
we fail and fail we will, we know that God forgives
us and we try again. And 1n the process of
experiencing God’s mercy, we change, This 1is

the context in which to hear these words of Jesus
in the Sermon on the Mount.

[t’'s also part of the context of these teachings
of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount that he did

not advocate doing away the 01ld Testament laws

which guide our relationships with each other anag
our relationships with God, but going beyvond them.
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He moves from the overt act which a court of

law might pass judgement on at that time especially
to the inner disposition. We are not only to treat
persons of the opposite sex differently, but we

are to think of them differently. We are to see
others as more than mere sexual objects. Jesus
calls for an inner change as well as an outward
change 1In all of these illustrations.

Now we can understand more clearly what he said
earlier in the Sermon on the Mount. “Your right-
eousness 1s to exceed that of the Scribes and

Pharisees.” He also said, "If vour right eye
causes you to sin, pluck it out and throw it away;

1t 1s better that you lose one of your members
than that your whole body be thrown into hell.
And if your right hand causes you to Sin, cut it
off and throw 1t away; 1t 1Is better that you lose
one of your members than that your whole body
go into hell.”

Jesus 1s saying here by way of another illustra-
tion -- if only 1t were that easy -- If it were
your hands that caused you to sin then you could
simply cut them off and throw them away -- but it’s
not your hands that caused you to Sin or your eyes,
1t's your inward lust or your covetousness. And

if that is the problem then the literal loss of
your hand or eye will do no good. An unhealthy
inner person is worse than the loss of a hand or

one's eyesight,
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rules and said, “Do not swear at all; simply say
'ves' or 'no.’ Anything else Is unnecessary.
Either you are trustworthy or you are not trust-
worthy. Either you are a person who keeps the

commitments you make, Or you are someone who does
NOT.

"She was a woman of few words, but you knew
immediately that you could trust her, If she said
'ves' to something, you knew that it would be
done.” This was the way a certain individual

was described to me not long ago. We all like

to meet and know people like that -- those who
are trustworthy, people we can count on.,

Human honor and the ability to trust the integrity
and word of others are critical necessities in
the life of a healthy soclety. Without this basic
reality, life itself becomes no longer trustworthy.
[f we can no longer believe what people tell us,
then life falls apart. Falsehood, deceit,
cover-ups, broken promises and outright lies 1in
the private and public arena shatter relation-
ships and tear at the very fabric of society.

Jesus knew that 1t takes an inward change for us
to become trustworthy and to be able to say
simply 'ves’ or 'no.’ And then to follow through,

In his latest book, Walter Wangarin, Jr. tells
a story about his relationship with his second
son, Matthew which I think i1llustrates God’s
grace and mercy; God’s love and suffering as




seen in Jesus and how that changes us.
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Then how could I reach his soul to change 1t7? I
too, sat., As clearly as I could, I repeated the
law and the deed that broke the law. Did he
Understand? He nodded. But then, he had always
nodded. Did he understand why I had to spank him?
He nodded.”

"So I called him to me, and he came. [ had him
belly-down across my knees. hese are the things

I intended; to spank no part of him but his bottom;
to use my bare hand in order to feel exactly what
ne felt; to swat five times, no more, no less,

-ive. Then pity wouldn’t stall me, and anger
wouldn'’t make the punishment unreasonable. Five.”

"He did not cry. Then I carried him back to his
chair and set him down and told him that I would
leave him alone for a while, but that I would be
back, Alone, I thought, because if he should cry
ne should do so in privacy, without the sense

that | wanted to see his tears. Matthew, however,
wasn’t crying. I left the room. And then I

burst into tears. [ bowed down and covered my
face and sobbed.”

Matthew’'s mother came to See what the matter was,
but said Wangarin, "I could only hug her and lean
on her ana not speak, I was SO sorry, SO

frightened and sorry.”

In a few minutes, the father was quiet. He
washed his face and returned to his study again.
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He talked with his son and told him he loved him
and that he would never not love him. Then he
hugged his son.

Never, never adain did the boy steal comic books.
or any other thing. Wangerin said he thought it
was the spanking that caused the change in his
son. He thought the law had done it.

ne law can do many things. It can frighten a
nild till his eyes go wide., It can restrain him
nd blame him and shame him. But it cannot change

Im, S0 1t was with Israel. S0 1t 1Is with all
ne people of God., Mercy alone transfigures the

Jman heart.
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Years after the spanking, Matthew and his mother
were driving home from the shopping center., They
were discussing things that had happened in the
past. The topic of comic books came up. They

talked of how he used to steal them, and of how

long the practice continued. Matthew said, “But
vou know, mom, I haven’t stolen comic books for

a long, long time."”

His mother said, “I know."” After a moment of
silence, Matthew said, "Do vou know why I stopped
the stealing?” “Sure” said his mother, "because

dad spanked vyou."”
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"No mom” salid Matthew. He shook his head at his

mother’s mistake. "“No,” he said, “No, but because
dad cried.”

Love can accomplish what the law cannot. That's
what Jesus is talking about in the Sermon on the

Mount., That'’s the context for everything he had
to say.




