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Every week our music director and I use a Methodist music and worship planner for suggestions 

for hymn choices that complement the lectionary readings. This week the hymn For the Healing 

of the Nations leapt out as if God was saying “Marguerite, Cheryl, this is one that the 

congregation needs to hear!” The last time we sang that hymn was last fall during a worship 

service on the plight of international refugees who have moved to Springfield. And now, as our 

nation is torn up with questions about immigration we got offered this hymn again. “Lead us 

forward into freedom, from despair, your world release, that, redeemed from war and hatred, all 

may come and go in peace. Show us how through care and goodness fear will die and hope 

increase (hope increase) fear will die and hope increase.”  

I am grateful for this hymn and grateful to be with you again this Sunday because I need to be 

shown again how care and goodness, on the personal and national level, can put fear to death and 

can increase hope. If there ever was a time to pray for the healing of the nations it is now. But 

maybe every time is such a time.  

This week I attended a meeting of the Franklin County Interfaith Council. The gathering was 

larger than ever. People from a wide variety of faith communities attended. There were people 

there from social service agencies and programs who are dedicated to helping legal and illegal 

immigrants and their families across Franklin County. I heard about how much fear is running 

through our communities and how towns and parishes like ours are being invited to be what we 

have always been – places of care and healing for the least of these. I thought about Jesus, 

standing on the mount, saying “You have heard it said……………. But I say.” And I wondered, 

and still wonder, what our congregation might be asked to when life gets even harder for the 

least of these. Where is God leading us forward?  

For the past few weeks we have been hearing bits and pieces of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. His 

teaching was originally given to a passel of disciples who were suffering under the Roman 

Empire and were hungering for physical and spiritual healing. You can see them on the cover of 

our bulletin, all heads, of every race and color and age, looking up for guidance. Every Christian 

congregation, from that day forward has received these hard teachings and has had to grapple 

with what they mean and how they help answer questions like – how do we live in this world 

without being destroyed by it – how do we move forward into freedom from despair and into 

hope – how, in the words of the Psalmist, can we turn our eyes from what “watching what is 

worthless” and incline our heart to God’s decree.  

Translation and interpretation make all the difference when we are listening to Jesus. Even the 

first disciples, those who heard Jesus speaking in Aramaic, and the next generation who heard 

the Gospels preached in their tongues, had to decipher what Jesus meant when he said, for 

instance, “You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I say 

to you, do not resist an evildoer.” 

Did Jesus mean that we should do nothing when we encounter evil? This seems unlikely because 

Jesus was always resisting evil – when he met the tempter in the desert, when he refused to 



condemn the woman accused of adultery, when he banished the demons from the sick, and all 

the way to his death on the cross. So what is going on here in this last section of the sermon?  

The word translated as resist in the phrase “do not resist the evildoer” is the Greek word 

antistenai, which means “stand against.” This word was used in Jesus time to mean violent 

warfare. It describes how opposing armies would march toward each other until their ranks met, 

ready to fight to the death. So is Jesus really saying “Do not stand against, do not resist, evil?”   

Or is Jesus was teaching something more consistent with how he lived his own life. The 

translation of this phrase in the Scholars Version of Matthew is this. “Don’t react violently 

against the one who is evil.” Maybe Jesus was saying “Do not resist with violence. Respond in a 

way true to who you are.” As we think about African American history this month, and as we are 

thinking about the issues of our era, it is time to consider the Sermon on the Mount in another 

way – as a teaching about how to resist by standing faithfully with love and dignity in all 

circumstances.  

If we follow this way of hearing Jesus then the rest of the Sermon might sound like this. “Turn 

your cheek” so that the person hitting you with the back of their hand as if you were less than 

human, which is what a back handed slap means, this person will have to face you as the full and 

equal human being that you are.” And “When someone takes a piece of your clothing, give them 

everything you are wearing so that the world will see that you are willing to stand naked to 

expose the injustice of the system that robs the poor of the little that they have.” And “Greet your 

enemy so that you have the chance to get to know each other. “ 

Jesus is not easy on us. He wants us to know that following him has never been easy but it 

always brings more love and more healing to the nations. It was not easy for the civil rights 

protesters in the 1960’s sitting at lunch counters with television camera filming hate-filled people 

pouring ketchup on their heads and throwing broken bodies into the streets. It is not easy now 

when following him means refusing to give into evil when we hear and see it and instead 

choosing a 3rd way – not hating, not running away, but standing in the light of God. Following 

Jesus means standing with the unlovable, including the unlovable parts of our own selves. There 

is nothing easy or simple about following Jesus. None of us do it perfectly. But then again, Jesus 

knows that perfection is just being what we were intended to be which is to God’s beloved and 

not at all perfect disciples.  

Last week when I preached another part of the Sermon on the Mount I got some feedback; this is 

too hard, Jesus is too tough on us. Who wants to hear about the reality of how we treat divorced 

women or how poorly we handle our anger with our neighbors. It too harsh. The blessing part 

was nice but the rest is another story.  

I believe that we are challenged to hear and digest teachings like the Sermon on the Mount 

because these teachings, like the commandments given to Moses and passed on to us and our 

children, are a slow release watering system for those of us who live much of our lives in a 

spiritual draught. Our culture of fear mongering and divisions between and within nations has a 

way of drying us out, discouraging us and shriveling our souls to nothing. The Sermon on the 

Mount, the Beatitudes, the prophets, the psalms, the parables and the life and death of Jesus, 

slowly, over time seeps into us and can, if we let it, heal us and our world. There is a message 

that we need to hear– about resisting evil without becoming evil ourselves. Greeting our enemies 



with love and being changed in the process. Being perfectly who we were made to be – children 

of God in a broken and healing world.   

We need these teachings even when we do not understand how to live into them because at their 

heart they are healing blessings. Jesus is saying, “This is who you are. You can do this. I have 

already laid the path. All you have to do is put your foot forward. Incline your heart to me. I will 

carry you forward. In peace. In love. In grace. In forgiveness. Just follow me.” That is enough 

for now.  

 

 

 

 


