
 

1 

Leviticus 19:1-2, 9-18 Matthew 5:38-48    

Epiphany VIIa (2017)    February 19, 2017        voskuil@second 

 

“That is the tough part. But that is what makes the gospel so special.”  Edith Massen.  

 

Brene Brown has made a huge impact upon how we engage issues of courage and vulnerability.  

Brown is a Christian, an unabashed Texan, and a research scholar in the field of social science.   

I’m especially grateful for her helpful distinction between guilt and shame. 

According to Brown, guilt is something we’ve done that conflicts with our values. 

Shame, on the other hand, is the belief that we are flawed and unworthy of love or belonging. 

Guilt = I did something wrong 

Shame = I am something wrong 

Guilt can lead us to contrition and behavioral correction. 

As such, guilt can actually be helpful in a healthy process of transformation. 

To be sure, guilt can be very uncomfortable and humbling. 

Psychopaths and tyrants are folks who feel no guilt, who aren’t regulated by conscious, or, at least, 

who can easily rationalize such internal conflict. 

Shame, on other hand, is incredibly dangerous and thoroughly destructive.   

As author, Hannah Braime, puts it: “Shame is something we are taught, that we carry around like a 

lead weight.  It’s shame that leads to self-defeating and harmful behaviors. Once we believe we are 

bad, shame erodes our desire to change.  We stop thinking we’re lovable or worthy of love ” 

For Christians, this last sentence is paramount to death: shame does its insidious damage when “we 

stop thinking we’re lovable or worthy of love.” 

That I’m too tarnished. 

I’m too tainted. 

I’m too twisted or tormented by past demons. 

I’m too ugly-- too broken-- too jaded to ever feel wholeness and joy. 

Again, for Christians, very little is more devastating than the false-belief beaten into us that we are 

unlovable or less worthy of love and belonging. 

The consequences of such shame impacts our relationship with God, ourselves, and others. 

If I’m unlovable, then why love myself. 

If I’m unworthy, then why bother with others. 

If I don’t belong, then why participate in society’s betterment.   

If I’m trash, then why seek those things that bring beauty. 

If I am beyond redemption, then why care about a Redeemer.   

Shame leads to the fracture of community and diminishment of our humanity.   

The more fractured and the more diminished we become, the uglier it gets. 

In many ways, shame is the petri dish for hatred and resentment.   

As Brown puts it, this basic fear of disconnection is so incredibly dangerous for every dimension of 

life, itself. 

---- 

And yet, Jesus didn’t come into this world to fracture and diminish, but rather restore and heal.   

He didn’t die for us to doubt our belonging or how incredibly important we are within this crazy 

kingdom based upon his cross and empty tomb. 

He certainly didn’t sacrifice it all so that we would self-destruct in endless cycles of shame and sin.   

No, something forever changed by what Christ did for this world. 
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Everything forever changed by what Christ did for us. 

As such, we can never stop believing that we are lovable and worthy of God’s love. 

For God so loved the world, including each one of us. 

Likewise, we can never stop believing that others are lovable and worthy of God’s love, as well. 

For God so loved the world, including each one of our neighbors. 

According to Brown, the opposite of shame is empathy-- connection with others; true and authentic 

connection. 

Which echoes today’s slice of the Sermon on the Mount from Matthew 5. 

Everything Jesus implores of us in this passage involves empathy, connectedness, and the outward 

extension of God’s love. 

It’s all about relationship and restoration. 

Instead of gouging out each other’s eyes in endless retribution, we’re to turn the cheek, even when 

that involves Christ-like vulnerability. 

Instead of controlled generosity, as if God won’t provide manna for us tomorrow, we are to share 

both coat and cloak. 

Instead of doing the minimum amount needed to get by, we are to walk the second mile, which 

hopefully unburdens someone else from needing to do so. 

Instead of merely adopting the worldly approach to loving neighbor but demonizing our enemies, we 

are to love these enemies and bless the very people who persecute us. 

Can you imagine if Christians took this one small portion of Christ’s teaching seriously? 

If how we talked about our enemies changed? 

If we refused to pile on to, or even participate in those practices that fuel hatred instead of God’s 

desired reconciliation. 

If, instead of passive aggressive comments on social media, we modeled healthier ways of working 

through our differences. 

If, instead of shaming others, we work towards renewed empathy. 

If, instead of building walls, we seek connectedness and communion. 

If, instead of shutting down or walking away when relationships get messy, we commit to the Christ-

honoring work of forgiveness.  

“You have heard that it was said, “You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy. But I say to 

you, ‘Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your 

Father in heaven.’” 

The sentence construction in this verse is conditional: 

If we want to be God’s children, we’re to love our enemies and pray for those who actively persecute 

us. 

If we want to be God’s children... 

Jesus doesn’t hold back in reminding us that God makes the sun rise on both the evil and on the 

good, sending rain upon the righteous and unrighteous alike. 

Our job isn’t to discriminate against who to love or, for that matter, who we think God loves. 

Our job is to do what the world often thinks as foolish in bearing witness to the gospel: 

We turn the cheek. 

We trust in God’s provision. 

We share what we have, knowing that it all comes from God. 

We champion the cause of the powerless-- even when that conflicts with Caesar. 

We carry the cross the extra mile. 

We believe in the power of conversion.    
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We love those easy to hate. 

We pray for those who want to blow us up. 

We build community instead of dividing it. 

We refuse to throw in the towel. 

We grieve with everyone who grieves. 

We extend Christ’s peace with more than a handshake. 

We fight shame with empathy. 

We fight fear with hope. 

Through and through, we lean into a future already in God’s hands. 

---- 

Today’s text ends with a great summation. 

After listing off rather high expectations in our relationships with others, Jesus tells us, “To be 

perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” 

As if turning the other cheek isn’t hard enough, already. 

Except, perfectionism is not what Jesus is imploring. 

The Greek adjective here is telios, which is less about the mistakes we make (or not), and more 

about describing the completion, or end, of a journey-- like growing into the fullness of something.   

Noted pastoral theologian, Eugene Peterson translates and interprets the verse like this: 

“In a word, what I’m saying is, Grow up.  You’re kingdom subjects. Now live like it.  Live out your 

God-created identity. Live generously and graciously toward others, the way God lives towards you.”   

These expectations are, in fact, impossible for any of us to achieve on our own. 

When we hear Jesus tell us to grow up, or to live into the fullness of generosity and graciousness, 

know that this is only done through the power of the Holy Spirit at work in our lives.   

Just think of Galatians 5 and how relational and empathy-centric the Fruit of this Spirit really is: 

Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.   

God, through Christ, gives us such a Spirit. 

The fruit of which empowers us to be, as Peterson puts it, subjects of God’s kingdom living out our 

God-created identity and calling. 

This type of kingdom living involves the daily choices/hourly choices of turning cheeks, blessing 

enemies, restoring relationships, and helping all of our neighbors experience the kind of love and 

belonging that God longs for this whole world to know. 

---- 

Maybe that is why when after I read this passage to Edith Massen this week in her dining room, she 

told me that what Jesus asks is tough, but that is what makes the gospel so beautiful.   

I know of few living saints as wise and faithful as Edith. 

She has known tough times in her life and she has certainly known the peace of Christ, as well. 

Her response is so right on. 

It is tough. 

Confronting shame with empathy and vulnerability is messy.   

Responding to hatred and violence with restraint and resistance takes every ounce of spiritual 

strength. 

Challenging Caesar is costly. 

And yet, this is what makes the gospel so beautiful. 

Seeing swords turned into plowshares. 

Seeing enemies of Christ turned into faithful followers. 

Seeing brothers and sisters unburdened from the lead weight of sin. 
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Seeing marriages repaired; friendships restored; communities renewed. 

Seeing cycles of vengeance end; vestiges of racism destroyed. 

Seeing the lost become found. 

Seeing the lonely experience belonging. 

Seeing the abandoned know their full worth. 

Seeing life flourish in its fuller abundance. 

Seeing the Holy Spirit at work in amazing ways as resurrection truth continues to break free. 

This is what makes the gospel so beautiful, indeed.   

 

To God, alone, be all glory and honor, both now and forevermore. 
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