SERMON – BEYOND GETTING EVEN

Mt 5:38 “You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’ 

Mt 5:39 But I tell you, Do not resist an evil person. If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also. 

Mt 5:40 And if someone wants to sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well. 

Mt 5:41 If someone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. 

Mt 5:42 Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you. 

Mt 5:43 “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ 

Mt 5:44 But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 

Mt 5:45 that you may be sons of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. 

Mt 5:46 If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? 

Mt 5:47 And if you greet only your brothers, what are you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that? 

Mt 5:48 Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.

Do you know what he did to me! I still can’t believe it! I’ve never been so undermined, so betrayed, so humiliated! Yes, it was last week. The annual round of meetings when we Heads of Division present our Division’s work proposals for next year to the boss. In a committee of our fellow Heads of Division. And someone is always given the task of critiquing each Division’s proposal. Yes, I did it for someone too, earlier on. And there’s an unwritten rule, no one is too critical of others’ proposals. We leave it up to the boss to decide whether he likes the plans or not – and we know he’s tough. But I was pretty confident. We had done extremely well in the crisis the previous year. Helped the whole institution pull out of it looking good – and forging some great links with other Departments. The boss had been full of praise for me and my colleagues. 

But then. But then. He, my colleague, my equal, in front of everyone, just tore into what we had written, said it was inadequately detailed, insufficiently rigorous, lacking in essential elements, he destroyed our proposal with little jokes even. With a smarmy smile on his face, and little glances at the boss out of the corner of his eye. And the boss agreed! Back to the drawing board, Davis, and you’ll be lucky to keep all your staff! This guy had been my friend! We went to university together! I’ve known his wife a long time – the wife and I had visited them not so long, the kids had played together. We always send each other Christmas cards. And we’d had lunch together pretty regularly. Laughed over old times, beer drinking exploits at uni!

I have to say I’m hurt. It feels like a knife is stuck in my stomach. How could someone I trusted do that to me? And now I have to face my team and say, our proposal has been totally rubbished. No front line projects for us for a while. The good ones will look for a transfer. The weaker ones will start fearing for their jobs. Their regard for me will go to rock bottom, after I’d been leading them so well. And I can forget about promotion. What shall I do, what shall I do?

I’ve been going to church lately, mainly just to keep the wife quiet. I guess it’s good for the kids as well to get some sort of moral framework. Jesus was a pretty forgiving guy. But man, that doesn’t help when your guts are torn like mine. Revenge will be and I shall enjoy it. I feel the knife in my hands, like Cain, and I don’t intend to drop it.

But not too obvious. Or it will rebound on me and my Division. Hmmm. I know. I’ve been given a proposal to comment on in total confidence to the staff department for one of his little stars. She wanted to get a time in Washington, had come up with a work proposal. It was OK. He had virtually promised it to her. Well, not if I can help it. I may not be as sharp as him, but I do know how to subtly, so subtly, argue against all the benefits that might accrue from the trip. Point to the costs, with some good adjectives, unfortunate timing, damaging to overall morale, insufficiently prepared, too early in career trajectory……. Then he’ll see he won’t just get his own way. He won’t know where it’s come from, this little setback in his smooth rise! He’ll be humiliated then, his staff will know he can’t get what he’s promised! Ha!

And I’ll tell you, if his Division’s work proposal comes anywhere near me next year (if I still have my job), I shall be at his game. Quiet understatement of inadequacy. We all know how to do it, we just don’t, or didn’t. But now the gloves are off. And any work from his area, that comes close to me will get a bad write-up from me.

I’ll tell you one more thing. We used to provide help and resources to his division. I was pretty generous. Lent the research analyst for a while, just informally, when they were short. No way now. If any such request for help comes now, I’ll only fulfil it if the general manager signs it and insists. But that won’t happen. It’s just a question of labelling all our work essential, can’t spare a single resource I’m afraid. You know how it is.

I’ve told my team who it was who undermined us and they are as angry as I am, some of them more so. It’s their career that’s on the line, their work proposal that’s been smeared. So they too will take every opportunity to do down his lot. Critical comments in seminars. Sly digs during training sessions. They know the score.

And I tell you, friendship is right out now, there’s no going back to how we were. I know I could just go and shout at him, but I prefer the ice-cold method. Lets face it, I hate him as I very rarely hate people. So just a quiet freezing out. No more lunches. I’ll just find a convenient excuse if ever I’m asked. If ever I’m asked! Doesn’t he know how bitter I will be after that treatment? Well, maybe he does, maybe he doesn’t, he’s not what you’d call emotionally sensitive. I wouldn’t put it past him to assume things will just carry on as before. Like hell they will!

I have to say I wish him nothing but evil. I just hope he overreaches, that the boss, who’s clearly got him as a favourite, turns on him. That he’s promoted way beyond his capabilities and falls to earth. I shall gloat!

He doesn’t deserve his position now I can tell you that. It’s just chance that he’s even got as far as me. Getting in the right place at the right time, when that previous crisis was on. Huh.

We won’t darken the doors of his family again. Nor will they us. Again, just those convenient excuses can keep them at bay. I’ve told my wife. Her mind’s poisoned too against them. No more of those long phone calls to his woman either – good for saving the phone bill too!

I won’t even speak to him in the corridor. There’ll always be something better to think about. Although that’s a bit obvious, no, I’ll just limit it to a nod, a brief “hi”, maybe even a smile to keep up civilities. Maybe a polite word about his family. But inside, keep that hatred boiling. That looking out for the next delicious act of revenge. And I’ll keep my good turns only for those who help me!

Come on, don’t judge me, what would you do?

PART 2

I have to say I’m hurt. It feels like a knife is stuck in my stomach. How could someone I trusted do that to me? And now I have to face my team and say, our proposal has been totally rejected. No front line projects for us for a while. The good ones will look for a transfer. The weaker ones will start fearing for their jobs. Their regard for me will go to rock bottom, after I’d been leading them so well. And I can forget about promotion. What shall I do, what shall I do?

For a while, just reflect. It would have been so different if I hadn’t come to know Jesus in that church, 10 years ago now. What a day that was! I still remember it as if it was yesterday. The Holy Spirit, I now know, just fell on me. I couldn’t stop crying. It was no more head faith, some utilitarian approach, but rather a warm wave invading my heart. And I knew Jesus’ love was there for me, always. 

That came back to me as I felt so passionate and hard against him. I knew that “sin was crouching at my door” just waiting to come in. Like Cain, I felt the knife in my hand. But then I heard that gentle voice, reminding me of the sermon, the Sermon on the Mount. And I knew there was a better way, Jesus’s way of forgiveness, drop the knife and leave it down there, Don’t get me wrong, the feelings were still there. My stomach was still churned. My hair still prickled. But I knew I had a choice. I didn’t have to follow what my flesh wanted – revenge, what the world expected – revenge, and what the devil whispered in my ear – revenge.

So I knew I had a harder road but one my Saviour had followed too. How he let people insult him, beat him…and ultimately kill him, with no retaliation. As Peter puts it in 2:21 “To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps.” Yes, that means me.

The first thing I did was to clear my mind, pray, and think more carefully about what had happened. I realised that maybe my presentation wasn’t that good, I could have been complacent based on the Division’s success the previous year. I thought, with all that praise, there was no reason to work hard, some vague suggestions would be enough, because, well, I thought the boss thinks we’re great and so he’ll trust us to do well anyway! And who knows, maybe I was wrong about the boss’s opinion of us. The boss maybe wanted to take us down a peg or two and told my colleague to be harsh in his criticism.

So then my action had to be the opposite of what I wanted to do. To be willing despite the injury I felt to be not just a colleague, but a follower of Jesus! Yes I have been hurt and so has my team but Jesus is telling me, react positively. So the next thing I had to do was to tell my team, this is what we are going to do, even if our hearts are telling us to do something else. We are going to bear with him, and them – not retaliate. And I had to show the example by sending a public thank you note for the helpful comments that should really enable us to improve in the future. Yes, I meant it! The leader has to set the tone. And our motto is to be, “we will serve”.

Sometimes we have to be involved in projects that are led by his team. It’s not popular because we don’t get the credit. We are just bit part players. The general rule in the institution is, you have to respond to these requests but generally it’s done with a bad grace. But we shall be the exception! We shall do their work willingly and will actually ask to do more than they originally wanted! We will even do extra time to help out while his Division is under pressure. And note – we’re salaried – no overtime for us, we just lose out.

Even when he wants to borrow resources from us, like our analysts, we will be very willing to comply. We will lend manpower whenever we’re asked, even if it means our skilled staff have to do menial work (as they see it). Because we are paid not for our own glory but for the good of the institution, and that’s what we’ll be helping.

Yes, the temptation for falling out is great. I would gladly avoid his company for a prolonged period, like forever. But then I thought of how Jesus forgave Peter. He had every reason to make Peter his enemy after being betrayed as he was. But he loved Peter! Could I do that to him? Well, I could try.

So yes, I did pray for him. And God revealed something to me. I realised that he was far from God, and that God had an objective in his life which was to bring him into faith. And it was for this purpose that I, who had just had the truth revealed to me, was in this position of having been wronged. For certainly he would expect some coolness from me for a while, I believe. How surprised would he be if my reaction was entirely the opposite? Would he, perhaps, see a little corner of the glory that was waiting for him? Well, that is my prayer for him.

I realised more and more how much God loves him. And that I could just show a little bit of gratitude for how Jesus had changed my life, by showing a tiny bit of that love to him. And I know God will deal with the rest. As Paul puts it in Romans 12 “Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good” and ““It is mine to avenge; I will repay,” says the Lord. He might even say sorry one day. But that is God’s business and not mine. My business is to pray blessing, to speak blessing, and to do blessing for him. That he might also become a son of my Father in heaven.

I got my wife to ask their whole family round for a weekend, kids and all. Not an easy thing for me! We continued having lunch regularly, I laughed at his jokes.

I resolve to greet him with genuine attention and warmth whenever we met. Note – this was a choice I had to make, and not an easy one.

Look, in the end, if Jesus is your Lord as well as your saviour, you have to do what he says. I’ll never be perfect as he is, but I can aspire to it. To do my best. To walk in his footsteps. To carry my cross. Even when sorely tempted to hit someone over the head with it…..God loved us when we showed no love for him, by sending Jesus to die for us. And we are called to do the same. As the theologian Plummer has put it “to return evil for good is devilish, to return good for good is human, to return good for evil is divine”.

So there we are. People will always offend us but we are free to choose how to react. Two roads, two steps each. On the one hand, two steps back. Revenge and hatred. Back into the arms of Satan. We poison our minds, our relationships. As Martin Luther King put it “hate multiplies hate in a descending spiral of violence, and is ultimately just as injurious to the person who hates as to its victim”. On the other hand, two steps forward. Forgiveness and love. Forward into the arms of Jesus. We become salt and light, the unexpected, following Jesus’ way of love. Again King says “love is the only force capable of transforming an enemy into a friend, having creative and redemptive power”. Our choice.

Let’s pray.

