THE LOVE ADVANTAGE
Lev. 19: 9-11, 18
Mt. 5:38-48
2-20-11
From the perspective of the world, the love of Christ is a waste of time.  From the perspective of the world, love means nothing except to gain something or bring some gratification to the one who offers the love.

Of course, the perspective of the world is quite self-centered and self-serving!  This is why the ancient Greeks used three words to denote love – eros, philia and agape.  This last kind of love - self giving love that seeks the good of the beloved - is the love Jesus taught and the love by which Jesus lived and died.
However, if we confuse this love of Christ with passiveness, submission and servitude; we render a great disservice and a great misunderstanding, even a great underestimation!

If we pay attention, we can encounter a mighty power in the love of Christ … and not just in the by-and-by-when-we-die-final-victory-of-God sense … but in the messy, unfair, worldly realities of life in the here and now!

Take Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 5:38-48.  He exhorts us to love our enemies and pray for those who persecute us  Why?  So that we may be children of our Father in heaven.   Well, excuse me, but this sounds rather cryptic in light of the unreasonableness of Jesus’ command!  
Assuming I can bring myself to sincerely pray for folks who mock me or make my life difficult or bring harm to my family or set themselves against me at every turn; what good will my acting this way do in the world?  What difference will it make?

OK, Jesus.  So you want me to be better than the tax collectors and the gentiles.  Is that it?  Is that all you’ve got?    We might think so …
Until we read the passage before this with an open heart and mind!  5:38-42.

Here Jesus gets specific!  Here Jesus cites examples!  What’s that all about?

I am indebted to scholars such as Walter Wink who have shed light on this passage from fresh perspectives such as that of oppressed peoples throughout history.

You see the situation of most persons in Israel in Jesus’ day was (sadly) quite 
well known in the ancient world.  Rome was just the latest of many oppressors to seek to control/rule/dominate the known world.  And like every nation, Israel had persons who sought to collaborate with the ruling power of the day.  Has it not always been so?

Have not the poor and oppressed always been the ones physically beaten down, dragged into court to have even their modest means taken from them and pressed into service against their will by powers of the day?

Jesus was preaching to the choir in this portion of the Sermon on the Mount!  His listeners were well acquainted with the situation of living under the heel of Rome’s military occupation and heavy-handed taxes.

But consider the three examples Jesus uses in this passage (A better word for “resist” [an evil doer] is “repay” in v. 39 … thank you King James!).  Jesus’ listeners also knew those failed alternatives of collusion ( as with the Jewish tax collectors) and violent resistance (as with the Zealots).  Both options served to strengthen the Romans, not transform them.
The sight of a person in authority slapping an inferior was common.  The  right hand was used and a back-handed slap was a sign of disrespect and superiority.  Generally, the person slapped would immediately acquiesce, cower and submit.

But Jesus turns this scene on its ear!  For such a person to continue to face his oppressor and actually turn the other cheek places the oppressor in a strange position.  The only way another blow may be struck by the right hand

is with a fist … but one only strikes an equal with the fist – a sign of respect in a fight!   What to do in that moment?

Love gains an advantage.
Likewise consider the situation of a poor soul brought before the court, generally a very public setting.  To sue someone of meager means for the very clothes on his back was cruel enough, but even the Torah held that one must be left with just enough to cover one’s nakedness.  To leave someone exposed publicly was an affront to the most basic human dignity.
Again, Jesus turns the scene upside down!  If an oppressive judge or rapacious legal system seeks to take what little you have, then willingly give them your dignity, as well!   The shame comes upon those who view the undressed person.  The officers of the court must now rush to return both coat and cloak to avoid offending the letter of the Law!

Love gains an advantage.

Finally, Jesus points to a very common case.  A Roman soldier or squad has pressed some poor souls into carrying their gear for them.  Soldiers were often on the move, on patrol or in training.  In fact, the Romans grudgingly allowed for a shred of mercy by placing mile markers along roads and byways.  Their own law called for the bearer of the load to be relieved at the next mile marker.

So, says Jesus, don’t stop.   Keep on carrying the heavy gear past the mile marker and into the second mile!  Now a comical scene ensues with the ham-fisted Roman soldier chasing after the one he has pressed into service to take the burden back!
Love gains an advantage.

With such a creative approach, Jesus teaches a very active love that restores dignity and shines the bright light of God’s justice on to the oppressor.  The result is a gracious and generous spirit noted in verse 42 – Give to everyone who begs from you, and do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow from you.

So, the love of Christ not only brings salvation to those who follow Jesus and seek to love as He loved … the love of Christ seeks the good of the beloved, seeks to transform those to whom that love is directed!
When Mahatma Gandhi led the independence movement against the British in India in the 1930’s, he knew that a violent revolution would never work, and even if it did drive the British away, it would not bring a positive outcome  among his own people. So, Gandhi insisted that their means would always be non-violent, that the movement would be based on satyagraha or soul force. The effort was long with much pain and struggle.  But, in the end, the movement found its heart in appealing to the greater sense of justice and freedom and to the higher nature of the British culture itself.  The film cameras and the international journalists helped expose British colonial rule for the empty, oppressive, self-serving animal that it was.
30 years later in the American South, Dr. Martin Luther King and others would follow very similar principles in the struggle for civil rights for African-Americans and others.  Dr. King was most adept at lifting up the very best yearnings for freedom and dignity in our own national heritage and in our own founding documents – the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution.  Again, the struggle was long with many dark chapters of pain and death.  But in the end, the oppressors were transformed as much as those who sought freedom and equal rights.  Our American story was uplifted!
So, we find that this love of Christ is no weak, timid, passive creature!  The love of Christ is powerful, even seeking to change enemies into brothers and transform the world.

To trust in and live by such love activates the power of the living God!  

To trust in and live by such love changes both the lover and the beloved!

To trust in and live by such love is our hope and our salvation!
Thanks be to God who gives us the victory through the love of Christ Jesus our Lord!












AMEN

