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The Stewardship of Shame 
A sermon on Matthew 5: 38-48 for the Seventh Sunday after Epiphany (A) 

February 23, 2014 

About 6:30 in the morning last Tuesday I was shoveling our driveway.  It made me think of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount and 
particularly this text that was before me to unpack with you today. We’ve had so much snow I could hardly lift the shovel high 
enough to dump the new snow on top of the piles that have already accumulated. (And if you’re shorter than me you’re having 
an even harder time.) Likewise, it seems that Jesus just keeps raising the bar higher and higher with each section of his sermon 
we’ve been hearing these last few weeks, until finally our gospel ends today with the admonition to be perfect, like God. Come 
on, Jesus. We’re Lutherans! We don’t do perfect. We do grace. You can win an Olympic gold medal without scoring a perfect 
10. So what’s going on here? 

Jesus begins this teaching by quoting the Law, “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.” The point of that law was that the 
punishment should fit the crime. If somebody punches you in the face, you don’t have a right to kill him – which was a common 
practice, apparently. No, says Jesus. Don’t make matters worse. Then he gives four examples. But in case you think Jesus is 
telling us all to be passive or submissive, guess again. This is one of those times when I have to tell you the Bible doesn’t mean 
what it says; it means what it means. 

“If anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also.” Why the right cheek? A right-handed fist to the jaw would land 
on the left cheek. But a demeaning back-handed slap would strike the right cheek. The intent would be to shame, not injure. The 
poor and the outcast were used to this kind of treatment from the privileged class. But if they voluntarily turn their cheek to take 
a second blow, to the left cheek, they’d have to be struck with a fist. Using a fist would signify they were equals.  

“Give your cloak as well?” These are poor peasants Jesus is talking to. They are deeply in debt. They’ve lost their farms to 
privileged absentee landlords. If they are taken to court, a garment might be all they have for collateral. In defiance of such 
injustice, Jesus is telling them to take off their underwear, too, and stand there naked before them! And the abuse in its most 
extreme consequence will be exposed. 

“Go the second mile?” The Roman soldiers occupying Palestine could freely order their subjects to carry their packs – but only 
for a mile. If the soldier was caught having someone carry their pack beyond a mile, the soldier could be punished.  

“Give and lend to those who ask?” A peasant would have nothing to give anyway. People cannot sacrifice something they do 
not have. So to offer to give more would be a devastating comment on an unjust system. 

Each of these responses exposes injustice and at the same time preserves the dignity of the one being oppressed. Rather than 
fight or flight, violence or passive submission, Jesus puts forth a third way. It is a way that is resilient to shame. It is the way of 
non-violent resistance. Mohandas Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr. rediscovered this way to deal with oppressors with love, 
and to break the cycle of violence. This section of the Sermon on the Mount was their primer, their guidebook. This way is 
about loving our enemies, yes. But it’s also about fighting evil with all our power, while not being transformed into the very evil 
we fight. It’s a way to not become what we hate.  And it takes courage. Gandhi was adamant that nothing could be done with a 
coward, but that from a violent person one could make a non-violent one. 

Depending on the context, living into Jesus’ third way can look like passivity. When Jackie Robinson became the first black 
player in major league baseball, Branch Rickey of the Brooklyn Dodgers pressed this intensely competitive athlete to agree that 
for three years he would take whatever abuse was heaped on him without a word. Robinson finally said, “Mr. Rickey, are you 
looking for a Negro who is afraid to fight back?” Rickey replied, “I’m looking for a ballplayer with guts enough not to fight 
back.”   

In South Africa under the apartheid system, a black woman was walking on a South African street with her children. A white 
man passed by and spit in her face. She stopped and said, “Thank you, and now for the children.” He was so nonplused he could 
not respond.  Another time, Bishop Desmond Tutu was walking by a construction site on a temporary sidewalk the width of one 
person. A white man appeared at the other end. He recognized Tutu, and he said, “I don’t give way to gorillas.” And Tutu 
stepped aside, made a deep sweeping gesture, and said, “Ah yes, but I do!”  All of these courageous people had the presence of 
mind in the midst of demeaning situations not to let shame lead them into either passive submission or retaliation, but to choose 
a third way. 
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The best way to do the right thing is to know what it is about you that will make you do the wrong thing. Shame inevitably 
makes us do the wrong thing. I wonder if what Jesus is calling us into today is what shame researcher and storyteller Brene 
Brown calls “shame resilience.” Shame is universal and one of the most primitive emotions we experience. It is the intensely 
painful feeling or experience of believing that we are flawed and therefore unworthy of love and belonging. It’s different from 
guilt. Guilt says “I made a mistake.” Shame says “I am a mistake.”   

We’re all afraid to talk about shame, but if we don’t claim shame, shame claims us, and makes us do the wrong thing. Dr. Linda 
Hartling, who studies this, says that in order to deal with inevitable feelings of shame, we do one of three things: we move 
away, we move toward, or we move against. We all do all of these, to a greater or lesser degree, depending on the circumstances 
and the context. Some of us move away by withdrawing, hiding, silencing ourselves, and keeping secrets. Some of us move 
toward by seeking to appease and please. And, some of us move against by trying to gain power over others, by being 
aggressive, and by using shame to fight shame. Violence happens when people are shamed or humiliated or fear that they will 
be if they don’t first defend themselves. I wonder if shame is the primary reason it’s so hard to love our enemies.  

Implicit in Jesus’ third way is the courage and the challenge to recognize when we are in shame so we can respond with 
intention and not just react mindlessly.  So we can have the presence of mind to respond with dignity before fight or flight kicks 
in. So loving our enemies, then, requires that we first be stewards of our shame. 

Luther did this by reminding himself, “Martin, be calm. You are baptized.”  I have an image of shame that comes from the film 
The Wizard of Oz. In this image shame is personified as the wicked witch of the west. All it takes is a bucket of baptismal water 
thrown onto her and shame cries out, “I’m melting! I’m melting!” (I do realize, though, that this may also be using shame to 
defeat shame.) 

Here’s the interesting thing. Remember that word translated as “perfect” that Jesus uses at the end of our gospel? A more 
accurate translation is true, or whole-hearted. It’s probably no coincidence that shame researcher Brene Brown encourages 
whole-hearted living – and being shame resilient is a big part of that. Being whole hearted is about loving God, our neighbors, 
and ourselves with our whole hearts.  So we have some good news. The snow is starting to melt. And this text is not about 
achieving a perfect score of 10 in the Christian Olympics. It’s about belonging to Christ, who makes us worthy and frees us to 
love – because he sets us free from the insidious, destructive power of shame. Thanks be to God for all that is ours through him 
who loves us. Amen. 
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