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There’s an interesting set of bookends between this morning’s Hebrew scripture and gospel 

readings. God tells the congregation of the people of Israel, via Moses, “You shall be holy, for I 

the LORD your God am holy.” There follows a series of commandments that help the people 

understand just what might get them there, concluding with “Love your neighbor as yourself”.  

In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus gives his disciples instruction in how to resist the cultural norms of 

revenge, retribution, grudge-keeping; the tit-for-tat mentality: turn the other cheek, go the second 

mile, love your enemies, pray for your persecutors…. And then he ends this discourse by saying, 

“Be perfect…as your heavenly Father is perfect.” Wow! If holiness sounds tough to accomplish, 

how can we possibly aspire to perfection – especially God’s perfection? That’s all well and good 

enough for Jesus, I suppose, but how in the world can disobedient, fallen souls like us ever 

achieve it?  

 

The key is in understanding that perfection, as Jesus speaks of it, does not have to do with being 

faultless or flawless or unstained – you know, perfect. It has to do with our ultimate end as 

human beings created in the image of God – that is, what is our ultimate purpose, as people of 

God and followers of Jesus? I would say that primarily, our purpose is to be instruments of 

God’s gracious reign over all creation and resisters of everything that opposes the building up of 

God’s kingdom; to promote God’s economy of justice and mercy over and against the economy 

of the world, where injustice, violence, and greed hold sway. Of course God is perfect: God can 

do nothing BUT fulfill the Divine purpose. Our “perfection” can be found only through our total 

reliance on God to help us do the same.  

 

Last Sunday afternoon in Evanston, along with at least 200 other people, I attended an event 

called “State of our Communities”, sponsored by the organization Open Communities  

(formerly known as Interfaith Housing Center of the Northern Suburbs, of which St. Giles was a 

founding member back in the day). Now, full disclosure: this was a meeting with a particular and 

very explicit agenda, it was a social justice rally about standing with the marginalized. It was 

also a secular meeting. There were numerous people of faith from many traditions, including 

clergy; our voices were welcomed and heard along with others. But it was not a faith-based 

gathering.  As part of the meeting the leaders gave us the following three-part exercise, done in 

small break-out groups: first we identified “What I Believe”; then “What I Oppose”; and finally 

“What I Will Do” (otherwise known as an “Action Plan”).  

 

My answer to “What Do I Believe” was pretty basic to the Jewish/Christian tradition, going all 

the way back to Genesis 1: all human beings are created in the image of God. My answer to 

“What do I Oppose” then became anything that seeks to destroy or obscure the image of God in 

another human being. These statements are pretty general and they aren’t the sum total of all I 

believe, but that’s usually where I’m starting these days. As for the “What I Will Do” Action 

Plan – well, I’m working on that! 

 

And as we went through this three-part exercise, it occurred to me that this is the kind of exercise 

that people of faith, and especially communities of faith, could find helpful; that it could be a 

way for us to do a kind of spiritual and theological “check-in”; and perhaps keep us in touch with 



how our faith influences that way we live in the world and whether that faith and ministry is 

growing and flourishing, or maybe has stagnated and needs a little boost. Are we truly pursuing 

holiness and perfection? How are our communities living into God’s economy, and how can we 

be in touch, not only with what we believe (or say we believe) but with what those beliefs call 

out of us? For example: What do we believe, right now, today, as a result of our prayer, and 

scripture study, and our relationship with God in Christ? As a result of that faith and that belief, 

what is it that we oppose? What do we consider unacceptable, wrong, immoral, intolerable, 

beyond the pale, as a result of how we understand our faith? What do we believe needs to be 

“repaired” in society to make it better reflect the reign of God, God’s divine economy? Finally, 

what will we do? What plan of action will we make and undertake? How will we make sure that 

our prayers and beliefs have arms, hands, legs, feet – not just voice and words? How will our 

ministries and mission effect all of that? 

 

Consider this week’s scriptures in light of that exercise. The Leviticus passage begins not by 

telling the people what to do or what not to do, as Leviticus so often does, but by telling them 

what to be, or perhaps, what they already are: holy. And if they can believe the God who created 

them and made them a covenant people is holy and makes them holy, then there are things that 

they will oppose and things they will do, if for no other reason than God commands it. For 

example, when they harvest their crops, they are to leave the fruits, the vegetables, the grains that 

remain at the edge of the field, as well as whatever has fallen on the ground. You can almost hear 

God saying, this is all a gift from Me, so leave some of it for the poor, the alien. This is how it is 

in My economy; make room, create space, for those without enough to eat – the needy, the 

strangers, the immigrants or sojourners in your midst - because they are my people, my creation, 

too. Don’t diminish others by stealing from them, defrauding them, lying to or about them. Your 

judgments should reflect My justice, God says, not your personal or communal bias. Finally, 

banish hate; love your neighbor as you love yourself. And always, always punctuated with that 

ongoing reminder that God is the LORD.  

 

Then Jesus comes along and kicks it up a notch (Jesus does that a lot!): “You’ve heard it 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….’”  

What Jesus is really saying, of course, is that our enemies ARE our neighbors. That’s true 

whether they are personal enemies, political enemies, or enemies of what you or I believe to be 

right. Perhaps that’s the most difficult thing for us to act on. We don’t get many examples of 

that, certainly not from most of our leaders and others in the public sphere. In fact, it seems we 

are constantly told who are enemies are, or should be, even when they are not actually the 

enemy; that false identification, that false vilification, is something that we must oppose. 

And just exactly how do we pray for those who truly are our enemies? Do we pray that they will 

change their minds, their tactics, their rhetoric; or do we simply lift them up to God as people 

who, just like us, are created in God’s image? Can something that so many find so difficult, 

really be that simple? 

 

God commands us to love: love our enemies, love the strangers and sojourners among us, love 

our neighbors and yes, love ourselves. That is the currency of God’s economy, and it is the path 

to the holiness and perfection that we are assured will be ours; it’s what we witness to as 

instruments of the reign of God. That truly is our ultimate purpose; that, and nothing more. 


