
The Real World

Genesis 45:3-11, 15; Psalm 37:1-11, 39-40; 1 Corinthians 15:35-38, 42-50; Luke 6:27-38

One the most effective ways of avoiding Jesus’s claim upon our lives, a sure fire way to get

God in Christ off our backs, to neutralize Christ’s message, is to say something like, “Of course,

Jesus had some noble ideals, some lofty principles, but sadly the world just doesn’t work that way.

Jesus sets the bar pretty high but we have to live in the “real” world.”

The implication is that Jesus was a starry-eyed idealist, an impractical dreamer (like Joseph

was accused of being) whose teaching, though laudable, is impractical. Not applicable to the “real

world.” The implication is that Jesus’s world is a fake, an idealistic fantasy at best, a deception at its

worst, and my world, the place where I live, what I’m thinking right now, that set of beliefs and

concepts where I’m currently bedded down, is the “real world.” We’re residing as best we can where

the world works; Jesus is talking about a place, a lifestyle that “just doesn’t work.”

In his Sermon on the Plain, Jesus admits up front that his way is counter to the world’s way.

The section from that sermon, which is this Sunday’s Gospel reading, begins with “But I say to you

who are willing to hear…” That pivotal conjunction, “But,” indicates that the preacher is saying

something that goes against conventional, widespread common sense. There were many times when

Jesus said, “You have heard it said” (by nine-out-often Canadians, by most experts on the subject, by

the way mother and father raised you….), “but I say.” . . . Well, hold onto your hats, Jesus is about to

take us some place we haven’t been before. Jesus is about to rise above mere common sense and

say something to us we could not have said to ourselves.

And Jesus is up front that his words will have most resonance with “those who are willing to

hear.” Let’s be honest. We have a willingness to hear, may try to be as open-minded as we can to

the words of Jesus, but it’s so hard to hear that which we haven’t heard before. It’s tough to receive
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words that fundamentally challenge the way we live and how our world is constructed. We don’t have

to wait long for Jesus to preach an idea that collides with our world:

“Love your enemies. Do good to those who hate you. Bless those who curse you. Pray for

those who mistreat you. If someone slaps you on the cheek, offer the other one as well. If someone

takes your coat, don’t withhold your shirt either. Give to everyone who asks and don’t demand your

things back from those who take them. Treat people in the same way that you want them to treat

you.”

That’s a tall order. Is Jesus serious? How could he expect ordinary, typical people like us to

conduct ourselves in this way, forgiving enemies, repaying the bad that is done to us by doing good

in response to bad, blessing those who curse us, giving to everyone who asks?

Perhaps our questions are answered by what Jesus says next:

“If you love those who love you, why should you be commended? Even sinners love those

who love them. If you do good to those who do good to you, why should you be commended? Even

sinners do that…. If you do [as I command you in this sermon], you will have a great reward. You will

be acting the way children of the Most High act, for he is kind to ungrateful and wicked people [like

you]. Be compassionate just as your Father is compassionate [to sinners and wrong doers like you].

“Don’t judge, and you won’t be judged [even has God has chosen not to judge you as you deserve].

Don’t condemn, and you won’t be condemned [even as God has not condemned you]. Forgive, [as

you have been forgiven] and you will be forgiven. Give [as God has given so much to you], and it will

be given to you.”

Thus Jesus is being very practical, appealing to his listeners’ experience. You live, not in the

world created by human hands. You live in God’s world, a world where there is kindness,

compassion, generosity, benevolence, forgiveness and love because that’s the way God is. You are
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to act toward others in the same way that God has acted toward you. In other words, you are to live

in accordance with the shape of the universe, the nature of reality. That’s another name for reality,

what’s true, what’s real—God.

The competitive, dog-eat-dog, unforgiving, condemning world is not the real world, not the

world that God created or continues to create. Maybe God has created us to be loving, forgiving,

generous givers and forgivers, and all God wants is for us to begin acting naturally, to be who we

really are.

Will Willimon shared the story: “I want you to know preacher,” a man in one of my early

congregations said to me, “that if somebody comes by the church and needs a helping hand, you are

to give them whatever financial help they need. I’ll promise to give whatever is needed, with no

expectation that they will ever pay back what they’ve been given.”

“George, that’s a generous offer for you to make,” I said. “How kind you are!”

“Kindness has got nothing to do with it,” George said. “When I was young, clueless, and didn’t

know which way to go, I was out of work, down and out and hungry for nearly a whole year. A number

of folks had mercy on me, gave me the help I needed, and their help got me on my feet. I promised

God that I would try to do to others what others had done for me. Those folks who helped me

showed me what God means this world to look like.” George wasn’t being unrealistically generous

and kind; he was living into the real world.

In another instance of this, a woman told me about her terrible experience of having her

former husband cheat on her, leaving her and the children in a horrible fix. I said to her, “It’s amazing

that you have not only survived but thrived after what he did to you.” “I couldn’t have done it without

God,” she said. “The Lord enabled me to forgive Joe, to let go of my anger and move on.” “That’s

amazing,” I said. “What am amazing spiritual achievement for you to forgive someone who had so
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wronged you. I don’t think I’m a good enough person to do something that good,” I confessed, even

though I was her pastor. 

“Sure you could,” she said. “He did it for you, after all.” “He?” I asked. “God,” she said. “God

found a way to forgive me, to let go of God’s anger at all the ways I had disappointed God over the

years so that we could move on together. It’s only right that I should try to act just a little bit like God

had acted for me, right?”

“The point of school, the purpose of growing up, seems like I remember hearing, was to give

me what I needed to be able to take up my place in the real world,” said the young man who gave his

testimonial in a student gathering one night at our church.

“Whenever you complained that some course in school was boring or difficult, whenever you

whined that some task was unpleasant and pointless, that’s what they always told you. ‘We are

getting you ready for the real world.’ The real world? The facts of life? Here’s what I remember

hearing. The real world is competitive, a dog-eat-dog competition. You have got to be better than the

person next to you if you want to get and keep a job. You will need to show up earlier and work later

than all the other new guys if you plan to work here. Be careful. You don’t know who your friends

really are. If you don’t look out for you, nobody else will. On and on.

“But let me tell you,” he said as he looked intently into the eyes of the gathered youth, “a lot of

that is a bunch of bull. A lot of your education and training and upbringing is their attempt to mold you

and trim you down to size to fit into their definition of ‘the real world.’ When they tell you, ‘face facts,’

they’re telling you to face the facts as they define them.

“Jesus Christ opened my eyes. The world that they were trying to push me to fit into was the

world that was the best they could come up with. Maybe I wanted a better world than the one they

are forcing me into. Maybe I wanted a more fulfilling life than the one my parents had led. Jesus
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helped me to see that the life I was living wasn’t my own, that he had plans for me, plans that were

bigger than the ‘real world’ straitjacket the world was trying to force me into. I broke free, with the help

of Jesus. I decided to please him rather than please everybody else trying to tell me what to do.

Jesus helped me to get real about discipleship. That’s why I created and am leading this nonprofit

organization for at-risk kids. Maybe Jesus will open up your eyes too.”

Isn’t that what it is all about? Maybe that’s one reasons why you are here in church or listening

online, listening to a sermon about a sermon that Jesus preached. You are here to face facts, to

come to terms with reality, to check out your life and how well you align with what’s what. All of us

ought to try to open our eyes, to face reality, and take up residence in the real world now that Jesus

has told us what’s real.

Whenever the church gathers, there’s a question that lurks behind our assembly: Who will

define the real world?

In our culture, we have given our secular governments great power over us to say what’s what,

what’s possible and impossible, legal and illegal. What’s real? The modern, all-powerful state and its

mechanisms. Who are we, really? We are citizens, members of a state. Face facts: the state gives

you your security, your sense of purpose and meaning, your rights and responsibilities.

Or perhaps an even more powerful definer of reality is advertising. You are a consumer. Your

life is measured by your accumulation. Your value is cash value.

So whenever the world says to the church, “You need to face facts,” or “Get real, church,” that

begs the question of, “Who gets to define reality?”

No wonder church can be so contentious and our Sunday morning sermons often cause

dis-ease and consternation? Think of Sunday morning worship as a weekly struggle, a contest over

the question, “Who gets to define what’s real?” Thanks be to God. Amen.
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