
More Praise For “Love Without Limit”!

“Love Without Limit presents a view of life rooted in pragmatism; not the
practice of self-interest, but a pragmatism which binds self-interest to the
good of all. This is brought out in every one of Pastor Williams’ examples,
from ‘keeping the Sabbath’ to ‘loving one’s enemies.’ His interpretations
transform the message of the Scriptures from the dictates of a tyrannical,
arbitrary deity to the benevolent advice of a loving God demonstrating
‘invincible good will’—infinitely flexible, expanding to include all life and
further all creation.”

—Winslow Pels, Artist/Author

“This is a book which should speak to the condition of lay people and
clergy alike. Pastor Williams’ well written and well researched picture of
the “saved” and of the power of love is life enriching. It transforms the
image of God from a demanding deity, to that of a loving Lord who is
always concerned about and working for our welfare. It changes obedience
to God, from the drudgery of duty to the discovery of the wisest and
most beautiful way to live.

—Diane Crawford, Author

“Love Without Limit is an enlightening study of the Bible’s description of
God’s love for us and his gifts to us. It should soothe the troubled spirit
and cleanse the guilty conscience. The author provides new insight on
many passages and helps us see God’s laws and Christ’s Sermon on the
Mount as treasured gifts of love rather than threats or impossible
requirements. I believe this book will provide a new perspective for all of
your future Bible Study.

—Joyce Egginton, NY Times bestselling author,
From Cradle To Grave, Circle of Fire, Day of Fury

“Absolutely groundbreaking! Offers a fresh, positive and loving view of
God.  Anyone who reads this book will become convinced of it’s true
Christian message. Written by a Minister, the book presents the revelation
that God’s will is synonymous with the greatest wisdom for living, which
makes Love Without Limit valuable for secular as well as religious readers.”

— Father James Sheehan, author, The Father Who Didn’t Know My Name



“Love Without Limit helps the reader feel loved and accepted by God, which
fosters self-acceptance. It then explains how this leads to the love and
acceptance of others. It also contains the best advice I have seen on how
to understand and overcome anger, whether my own anger or that of
others.”

—Mathias B. Freese, author, i

“Books of ethics explore what is right. Self-Help books usually deal with
the methods people can use to achieve a better life. Love Without Limit
combines ethical guidance with ways of really living that good life.  I was
impressed by the advice on how to become untroubled by insults and at
the same time how to benefit from criticism. The helpful insights in Love
Without Limit reveal religion as meant to enrich rather than restrict our
lives. It also shows how that more beautiful life can be ours. ”

—Gary Anderson, Syndicated Columnist

“Explaining how the love of God is different than the ‘romantic love’ we
usually think of, makes clear why God’s love is unconditional and will
never fail us. The certainty of salvation that results from God’s limitless
love, allows us to focus on living this life wisely and well. The book devotes
most of its space to learning how to live the best life on this earth.”

— Dr. Glenda Gnade, Return to Paradise in New Heights of Glory

“This is explosive stuff! In Love Without Limit startling scholarly ideas about
salvation are revealed finally to the general public. These insights show
God is more loving than generally portrayed. Examination of the Sermon
on the Mount reveals that the spirit of God’s law shows people the wisest
way to live.”

—Richard Staley, author, Last Kiss

“The fresh interpretations of familiar scripture passages are very
enlightening and valuable. They free the reader from worry about salvation
and give good guidance for living this life. Lessons from psychology reveal
the problems of human nature and ways to overcome them.”

—Eldon Thomas, author, Table For Three



“A minister’s discovery that God’s love is great enough to save everyone—
along with the convincing evidence he found in scripture. His testimony
can help people feel loved by God and also help them love God,
themselves and others. The book goes a long way to free people from
religious manipulation which is perpetrated by fear of hell or other
punishment.”

— Billie Marie Zal, author, The Fabric of our Lives

“Anyone concerned about salvation will find assurance in this book.
Anyone seeking a better life can benefit from the good guidance the
author finds in the Sermon on the Mount. The psychological insights in
the book help the reader to overcome problems like anger or insults.”

— Rev. Basil Sharp, author, The Adventure of Being Human
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This book is dedicated to the many people who loved and accepted me,
despite my faults. They enabled me to love myself and others more
completely. They also inspired and confirmed for me the vision of God’s
unconditional and unlimited love, which I present in this book.





This book presents God’s unlimited and unconditional love as
the absolute assurance of our salvation. In the last judgment good
people are not separated from evil people. We are all a mixture of
good and evil. In the end God frees us from the evil within us,
which torments us and others on this earth, so we may enjoy heaven
purified and free from trouble.

Even on this earth, God tries to free us from the faults that mar
our existence. So the second section of the book focuses on this
life, where God’s loving guidance shows us the path to the best
and most beautiful life. Finding and following God’s will enriches
life, rather than restricting it, thus it is the wisest way to live.

Christ’s Sermon on the Mount goes beyond the letter of the
law to reveal its spirit, which deepens our understanding of God’s
will.

The seemingly paradoxical beatitudes are actually profound
statements which can produce the promised blessings now as well
as in the future.

 The Sermon on the Mount also contains passages which, com-
bined with psychological insights, can enable us to understand and
overcome anger, insults and condemnation.

The sermon’s advice to “Love your enemies,” far from being an
unworkable ideal, is the wisest way to live on this earth. The God-
like love referred to here, means active concern. We should be
concerned about the welfare of our enemies because unhappy
people can be cruel and desperate people do desperate things.

In this book the image of God is transformed from a demand-
ing deity, to that of a loving Lord who is always concerned about
and working for our welfare.





Table of Contents

Preface. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13

SECTION I:  Theoretical Justification

Chapter 1:  What is Love?. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .17
Chapter 2:  Is Salvation for All? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21
Chapter 3:  What is God’s Law About? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .33

SECTION II:  Ethical Implications

Chapter 4:  Can We Follow the Sermon on the Mount? . . . . . . . . . . 43
Chapter 5:  How Can the Beatitudes be True? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .55
Chapter 6:  Can Anger, Insult and Condemnation be Overcome? . . . . 99
Chapter 7:  Turn the Other Cheek? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 115
Chapter 8:  Love Your Enemies? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .123
Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .131
Appendix A:  More About Salvation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 135

Notes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 141
Scripture Index . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .143
General Index. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .145





Walter E. Williams

13

PREFACE

HIS BOOK IS ABOUT GOD’S love, and the gifts He gives us
because He loves us so much.  I believe that God is

much more loving than we have been led to believe.  Many people
say that God loves us; but in the next breath they tell us that He
will condemn us to hell if we do not measure up to the standards
they lay down in His name.  Over the years, I learned to love people
more, as they showed me their love.  Finally, I could not believe
that God would exclude anyone from His salvation.

  At first, when I wanted to believe that everyone was saved, I
was sure that I must be wrong.  After all, I had never met anyone
else who believed that; and I knew all too well what the Bible said.

  One day, I discerned a new possible interpretation for a
portion of scripture that could imply universal salvation.  I began
to look at the Bible with new eyes, and I found more verses which
could mean that God would ultimately save everyone.  I began to
deliberately take on the verses that had been interpreted as meaning
that some people would be damned eternally.  I found that there
were other ways of interpreting those scriptures, so they did not
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mean some would be condemned.  I felt then I could believe that
everyone could be saved, now with the backing of the Bible.

  Gradually, I began to preach about this more loving God;
and people did not stone me.  Still, it was not often that I brought
this new belief up outside my congregation.  Then I began to
discover other ministers who agreed with me, but they were just
as silent about their belief.

  Now I have discovered scholars and theologians through the
ages who have written about their belief in universal salvation.  I
wondered then, how many people there might be who believe, or
would like to believe, that God loves everyone so much that He
will ultimately save them all.

It seemed sad to me that God is preached as a threatening,
judgemental God openly and boldly over the airwaves and through
many other media, while those who believe in a more loving God
are so shy and cautious about spreading the good news.

  I remembered part of the Preface of the 1855 edition of Leaves
of Grass by Walt Whitman where he wrote:

“Re-examine all you have been told
At school or church or in any book,
Dismiss whatever insults your own soul”
The threatening God who is going to send us to hell if we do

not follow His commandments and believe what He wants insults
my soul; and I think it insults God.  I have followed Walt Whitman’s
advice and reexamined all that I have been told or read.  I have
found a God of greater love than I had known before.

  It was then that I decided to write this book, to give courage
to those who believe in this unlimited love and salvation, but think
they may be the only ones.  I am amazed now at how many years
it was before I even had the courage to share my belief with another;
and to my amazement, find agreement.  What a shame if this great
message of love is hidden, while a far harsher God is preached
widely without any compunction.

  I do not write this book to convert anyone to my belief who
does not want to believe, or doesn’t already believe, in the loving
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God whom I have come to know through life first, and then the
scriptures.  I write this book to confirm in like-minded people
their belief, and to strengthen them in their convictions, by letting
them know they are not heretics, and they are not alone.

  I am also writing this book to share the love that I have found
from God and other people, which fills my heart and overflows.  I
want the reader to feel the love of God as I have felt it, an
unconditional love and complete acceptance which brings joy to
my heart.  It inspires me to love as I have been loved by God.

Now I have found that many people I talk to would like to
believe that everyone is saved, but there are so many scriptures
that seem to say it cannot be true.  It would take a book longer
than I would care to write, or you might care to read, to deal with
each and every scripture that I have found troubling people on
this point.

  I will reexamine many scriptures in this book. The new insight
I have found into their meaning results in interpretations that do
not insult my soul.  I hope you will join me in this reexamination
and find that the Bible and religion need not insult anyone’s soul.

In the first section of the book, I lay down a theological
argument for the loving God who will save everyone, and I present
my belief that the law of God is also a gift of His love.  In the
second section of the book, I examine the Sermon on the Mount
and reveal some beautiful and practical insights into the meaning
and benefits of Christ’s loving advice in that famous sermon.

I hope you will find this book full of love.  I hope it will help
you feel the love that God has been trying to convey to His children
throughout the long history recorded in the Bible and particularly
through His son, Jesus Christ.  I hope this book will convey to
you my love, and show you more about loving each other.  I want
you to feel that God is love and that loving is the best way to live
on this earth.  This book is my gift of love to you.  I hope you will
accept it, and feel loved.
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SECTION I:  THEORETICAL JUSTIFICATION

Chapter 1: What is Love?

OVE IS THE MOST BEAUTIFUL and important thing in life. I
think it is probably the greatest dream of people in their
youth. I fear it is often the greatest disappointment later

in life. Maybe that disappointment comes because love is so
misunderstood. When I mentioned the title of my book to people,
they almost invariably thought of romantic love. Romantic love
can be very beautiful and fulfilling. In this book, I wish to discuss
a love even better than the best of romantic love. That love is the
love of God. I will first explain the differences between these two
types of love.

In Greek, there are several words, each of which we translate
“love” in English. What I call romantic love is referred to in Greek
by the word eros. Romantic love, or eros, is love for something or
someone who is desirable, whom we like. To love someone
romantically, we must like that individual and find that person
desirable or attractive in some way. Nothing else makes sense.
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The problem with romantic love is that people sometimes do
things we do not like. Then we get angry at them. At that point,
we no longer feel any romantic love for them. If they do enough
things we do not like, we may stop loving them forever. This is
where the agony of romantic love comes in. Even when the love
seems strong and secure, there is still the worry about how long it
will last. When we love each other in this romantic sense, we are
always falling in and out of love, and fighting to get what we desire
from the other person. In our romantic desire, we want to possess
the other person, and we want the other person to fulfill our wants
and desires. The fighting and heartbreak that ensues makes us
wonder if love is worth it.

There is also the worry about how deep it goes. We try to put
our best foot forward to impress the other person, and to win his/
her love. Then we wonder if they would love us if they knew all
about us, for we all have some less desirable traits. Romantic love
is a great joy, but it is also a great worry.

Romantic love is really love for oneself, more than for the
other. It is like someone saying, “I love that car.”  What he really
means is, “I love myself, and I want that car to make me happy.”  If
he gets the car, he is happy and continues to love the car as long as
it does his bidding and makes him happy. If the car starts to give
him too much trouble, or if a more attractive car comes along, he
stops loving that car or starts loving another. At this point, if he is
able, he trades his old car in on a new model. Such is romantic
love.

Romantic love and all the other loves we give and receive
from each other on this earth are limited and conditional.
People love us if we are desirable for one reason or another.
They love us if we are not too much trouble. There always
seems to be some limit to how much, or how long, they will
love us. Because of that, we might assume that God’s love has
similar limits. God is often presented as one who loves us, but
who will reject us if we do not conform to certain conditions.
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God loves us and He is trying to save us from eternal damnation.
However, if we do not listen, believe, and shape up, He will
give up on us, turn His back on us, and we are lost forever.
God’s love is perhaps more patient and more forgiving than
those we have known on this earth, but it is basically the same.
Therefore it also has a limit.

I reject the idea that God’s love is limited like the loves we
receive from the people on this earth. I believe, and the Bible says,
that the love of God for us is not just greater than any earthly
affection we have experienced, but it is also different.

The first hint I had that God’s love was a quite different love
was the words of Paul in I Corinthians 13:4 which say, “love is not
jealous...”

Now one of the main characteristics of romantic love is
jealousy. A Scottish proverb underlines that when it says, “Love is
never without jealousy.”  Yet Paul is telling us about a love that is
not jealous. That is certainly not romantic love or eros. In fact, the
word eros is not even used in the New Testament either to refer to
the love God has for us or the love we should have for each other.

In the New Testament, the word agape is used to refer to love.
Agape is what this book is about. In the remainder of this book,
whenever the word “love” is used, it is agape which is meant unless
the words “romantic love” are used, in which case eros is meant.

Agape is love even for that which is not desirable. It is love
that has nothing to do with the characteristics of the person who
is loved. It is love that is totally dependent on the nature of the
one who feels and gives the love. God loves people, not because
of what they do, or feel, or believe, or are, but because of what
God Himself is and thus feels.

In I John 4:8 we read, “God is love.”  This agape is the very
nature of God, and it causes Him to love us with a different,
unlimited, unconditional love.

Victor Hugo once said, “The greatest happiness of life is the
conviction that we are loved—loved for ourselves, or rather, in
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spite of ourselves.”  This is the very kind of love that God feels for
us. It does not matter how we respond, or if we respond at all.

In I John 4:10 we read, “In this is love, not that we loved God
but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the expiation for our
sins.”

So it is the love of God on which our assurance stands and, as
the verse also says, our salvation. God loves us by His very nature,
and by the very nature of that love He sends His Son to assure us
of our salvation. When we really understand what God’s love is
like, this agape, there is no need to fear that He will ever punish
us, reject us or stop loving us.

The writer of I John understands this, for he writes in I John
4:18, “There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear. For
fear has to do with punishment, and he who fears is not perfected
in love.”

Thus, if we really understand God’s love, we have no fear of
punishment or hell.

Paul gives further assurances in Romans 8:31-33 when he
writes, “What then shall we say to this?  If God is for us, who is
against us?  He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for
us all, will he not also give us all things with him?  Who shall
bring any charge against God’s elect?  It is God who justifies; who
is to condemn?” What greater sign could He give of His love than
the giving of His Son?  If that does not convince us that He loves
us, what will?

And once we are convinced, Paul goes on to assure us that
nothing can separate us from that love, saying in verses 38-39,
“For I am sure that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor
principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers,
nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be
able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
Truly, God’s love is without limit. His love extends to all of us
freely, fully and forever.
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Chapter 2: Is Salvation for All?

BVIOUSLY, IT IS GOD ALONE WHO decides who will be saved
and how.  In Romans 8:30 we read, “And those whom he

predestined he also called; and those whom he called he also
justified; and those whom he justified he also glorified.”

In other words, God predetermined or predestined who would
be saved. Our salvation is entirely God’s choice and His doing.
We may object to the fact that we can do nothing to change our
fate. For me, it is a wonderful relief that my ultimate salvation is
completely in God’s hands. If my salvation depended on me in
any way, I am sure I would mess it up.

We should all be happy if God has sealed our salvation.  But
what if He has chosen to condemn us? Then it is surely unfair that
there is no way we can redeem ourselves. This problem does not
arise if God chooses to save everyone, which I believe to be true.

I Timothy 2:3-6 says, “This is good, and it is acceptable in the
sight of God our Savior, who desires all men to be saved and to
come to the knowledge of the truth. For there is one God, and
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there is one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus;
who gave himself a ransom for all,”1

It is God who decides and He wishes all of us to be saved.
God will surely have His way and we will all be saved. Karl Barth,
the most prominent theologian of the twentieth century, agrees
that God will save us all. 2

Is there no act so bad that salvation would be lost? What deed
could be worse than the crucifixion of Christ? Can God forgive
those who killed his own Son? Can Jesus forgive even those who
are crucifying him? We read in Luke 23:34 that Christ in the midst
of his suffering on the cross said, “Father, forgive them; for they
know not what they do.” He asks God to forgive them not because
they believe in God, repent of their wrongs, love God or Him,
understand or any other positive requirement, but because “they
know not what they do.”

If anyone fails to fulfill this, it is those who are Christians, and
particularly ministers, for they have studied and claim to “know”
just like the Pharisees. Yet I believe that Christians, even ministers,
like the scribes and Pharisees, “know not what they do.”

Everyone, then, is included in Christ’s plea for forgiveness,
and that request is certainly granted by his Father. Thus, the worst
sin of all time becomes the greatest sign of God’s limitless love
and forgiveness. There is nothing people can do to prevent God
from forgiving them, and there is nothing they can or must do to
earn that forgiveness.

I have known people who are consistently mean, and I know
that they are just as consistently unhappy. They want to be happier,
but they have no idea how to find that happiness. In their
ignorance, they lash out at others. Hopefully we, like Christ, can
say, “Father forgive them for they know not what they do.”

Although I can not imagine any deed more deadly than the
crucifixion of Christ, there is in scripture the so-called “unforgivable
sin.” We read in Luke 12:10, “And every one who speaks a word
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against the Son of man will be forgiven; but he who blasphemes
against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven.”

Jesus is indicating that to oppose the Holy Spirit is worse than
to oppose Him and is unforgivable. The work of the Holy Spirit is
to make us believe in the love and forgiveness of God. Now
forgiveness, to be effective, must not only be given but also believed
and accepted. No matter how surely God forgives us, we do not
feel that forgiveness unless we believe in it. If we do not believe in
God’s love and forgiveness, we have rejected the work of the Holy
Spirit. We do this in ignorance because we know not what we do.
God forgives us anyway, but we feel nothing as long as we do not
believe in it.

When we die, we will see clearly and finally feel God’s limitless
love and forgiveness for us and for everyone. Then our salvation
will be sure and secure, just as God in His love has always intended.
It is sad, however, if we do not feel the joy of our salvation now on
this earth. It is sadder still when we teach people about an angry
judgemental God who will condemn some, maybe them, to hell.
If we do that, we surely blaspheme against the Holy Spirit by
undermining His attempt to convince every one of the love and
sure salvation which is theirs through the free gift of God’s grace.

Therefore, I have written this book to assure people that God’s
love is without limit. That means God’s forgiveness is without limit
and their eternal salvation is beyond doubt. When they believe
this, they may feel here and now the beauty and joy of God’s love
and the certainty of their salvation.

What about Evil and Justice?

FOR GOD TO save everyone does not seem fair to many people.
What then of evil and judgement? Justice cries out, and one cannot
ignore its seeming necessity of punishment. Evil must be dealt
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with and eliminated. I will therefore take a closer look at the justice
and judgement of God. But first, I deal with the ultimate disposition
of evil.

My first hint of universal salvation in the scriptures came when
studying John 16:8-11 for a Sunday School lesson. A peculiarity
of the wording intrigued me. Talking about the coming of the
Holy Spirit, Christ says, “And when he comes, he will convince
the world of sin and of righteousness and of judgement: of sin,
because they do not believe in me; of righteousness, because I go
to the Father, and you will see me no more; of judgement, because
the ruler of this world is judged.”

I have always thought of the writer of this gospel as a very
careful theologian. This wording is not a careless mistake or a
meaningless phrase. The writer meant to say that it is not us who
are  judged and perhaps condemned, but the “ruler of this world.”
This might mean the devil personified, if such a wayward spirit
exists, or it could mean the force of evil in each of us. It seems that
evil is judged, but evil is part of each of us and not all of any of us.

What the writer of John is saying becomes even clearer in
John 12:31-2, “Now is the judgement of this world, now shall the
ruler of this world be cast out; and I, when I am lifted up from the
earth, will draw all men to myself.”

Evil, whether personified in Satan or as an ingredient of each
of us, will be cast out, overthrown; but all of us will be gathered to
Christ for salvation. This is good news; for the evil within us, or
which rules over us, is what makes for hell in our lives. Its overthrow
will make for heaven.

The idea that only evil, and not people, is overthrown is
implied in several other scriptures. God intends to cleanse
everyone, not cast them out. That could be the meaning of the
judgemental words of John the Baptist in Matthew 3:12. John
speaks of Christ’s coming thus, “His winnowing fork is in his
hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and gather his wheat
into the granary, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable
fire.”
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At first glance, this would appear to go against the concept of
universal salvation. Instead, I will present a novel interpretation that
occurred to me. Each grain of wheat consists of both kernel and chaff,
even as each person contains both good and evil. To take away the
chaff is not to take away the whole person, but only that part of them
which is evil and worthless. The valuable part of each person will be
gathered into the granary. In other words, everyone will be saved and
freed from the evil power that binds and oppresses them. As the chaff
imprisons the kernel, so evil imprisons people. On the threshing floor,
everyone will be freed, finally and forever.

The concept which I have presented above is even more clearly
expressed in Malachi 3:2-3 as he describes the coming Day of the
Lord. ”But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can
stand when he appears? For he is like a refiner’s fire and like fullers’
soap; he will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, and he will purify
the sons of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, till they present
right offerings to the Lord.”

This concept, that man is purified rather than destroyed in the
end, is also put forth by the Roman Catholic theologian Hans Kung.3

As we face God, I believe we will see everything clearly for
the first time. When we realize the truth, we will reject evil finally
and forever. It says in John 8:32, “the truth will make you free.”
Free at last from all evil, we will be amazed and overjoyed by the
complete love and acceptance of God; despite our past misdeeds.

Rather than being condemned and destroyed, we will be
welcomed home like the Prodigal Son. Malachi 3:6 tells why we
will not be destroyed. ”For I the Lord do not change; therefore
you, O sons of Jacob, are not consumed.” God remains faithful
even when we are faithless. Therefore, His love still saves us, no
matter what we do.

Now let us consider the justice of God. Justice seems to say, “It is
not right that all people be saved.” or, “It is not just and God is just.”

I do not deny the justice of God. Instead, I say that God defines
justice, rather than our concept of justice defining God. For
example, the concept “eternal” is defined by God; because only

..
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God is eternal. So eternal life, as used in the gospel of John, can be
seen as a Godlike quality of life; rather than merely an endless
quantity of life. I say that God is just, and, in fact, God is the only
standard by which we can define true justice.

Often we take our idea of justice and insist that God must
fulfill our concept. Instead we should try to understand God and
His way of being “just,” for that is truly justice. The justice of
God, which we see in Jesus Christ, is love and forgiveness.
Therefore, true justice is love and forgiveness; not punishment,
revenge, or retribution. This is a strange idea, because the world
has long conditioned us to think in its way, rather than God’s.
Thus, universal salvation is true justice, and does not contradict it.
Universal redemption conforms to God’s deepest feelings about
how to deal with the apostasy of His people.

For those of us who cannot buy the concept of justice I have
outlined, we can always use the sacrifice of Christ as the expiation,
propitiation, ransom, price, payment or whatever else for the sins
of all people. That should satisfy even a vengeful God. However,
I consider that approach barbaric, and a crack through which
people can rationalize all types of punishment and vengeance
toward others. There must be a correspondence between the way
God tells us to feel and act toward others, and the way He feels
and acts Himself. Many times we are instructed to forgive as we
have been forgiven. If God only forgives some, and then only
after requiring a sacrifice; what does that say about our requirement
to forgive others? If repentance, belief and other requirements are
added; we can demand the same of others before we forgive them.
What kind of Christianity would we have then? We might as well
go back to legalism.

I do not believe that God, in His love, requires some payment or
retribution before He forgives. I particularly do not believe that He
would require His Son to die as payment for sin. But if Christ’s death
was not payment for our sins, why did He come and die on the cross?
I believe that He came because He loved us, and He wanted to tell
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humanity that God loves us and will surely save us. I think Christ also
wanted to give us some loving advice from our Father in heaven as to
how to live the best and most beautiful life. He came to teach about
love, and to demonstrate that love in His own life. He knew that if
He came with this good news, He would be persecuted like God’s
messengers before Him; and that, in His case, He would be killed.
Yet He loved us so much that He came anyway.

Christ was willing to suffer and die so we might know of God’s
love for us, and about our sure salvation because of that love. This
is the same belief that William Barclay, my favorite Bible
commentator, holds concerning Christ’s sacrifice. 4

If we could be assured of our salvation, we could stop worrying
about hell and get on to the task of living this life, which is why
God put us here. As it turns out, Christ’s death on the cross only
made God’s love that much more believable. Also our salvation is
proved even more, because what greater proof of God’s love could
we have than the sacrifice of Christ? That was a willing act of
incredible love. What greater act of forgiveness could we have
than the forgiveness of the worst sin in all history, which was the
crucifixion of God’s only Son?

From the cross, Jesus said, “Father, forgive them; for they know
not what they do.” (Luke 23:34)

If God could forgive even that, is there anything beyond His
love and forgiveness? The death of Christ was not wished or
required by God; still it served as the ultimate sign of God’s love
and forgiveness. What greater sign of our sure salvation can we
ever imagine?

Sometimes I wonder if it does not make God and Christ very
sad that, after doing so much to assure us of our salvation through
God’s love and forgiveness, which was supremely and at such high
cost demonstrated by Christ’s death, some still do not believe in
their salvation, or try to limit it to a few so-called “good” or “faithful”
people. Instead, we should spread this good news of sure salvation
to everyone. We should be making God’s love and salvation free
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and full, as He intended, rather than restricting access to some
“sweet selected few.”

We no longer sing the old hymn, “We are the sweet selected
few. The rest of you are damned. There’s plenty of room in hell for
you. We can’t have heaven crammed.”

If we are repelled by the harsh words in that old hymn, we should
be equally repelled by the same ideas dressed up in today’s theologies
that condemn people to hell. In the hymn, the thought is so absurd
that one almost laughs at it. Yet it is hard to laugh at those who
impose this thinking on people today as serious theology.

Accepting Salvation for all

SALVATION FOR EVERYONE has always seemed to me to be a possibility
that would be cause for rejoicing. Instead, it is met more often by
horror, cries of heresy, and militant rejection. People try to talk
others out of such a terrible belief. Apparently the prospect of
everyone being saved threatens them in some way.  Otherwise, it
would not evoke such an emotional response. Therefore, I will
examine some possible reasons for this strenuous objection to an
overly generous God.

One reason may be that it implies that everyone is equal in
the sight of God. For those who strive really hard to be good, it
seems quite unfair to equate them with the lazy and evil people.
All their good works seem to be for nothing, and thus much effort
has been wasted on their part. Certainly a just God would not be
so unfair.

I believe, however, that by following God’s loving will I have
had a far more beautiful and fulfilling life than those who ignored
God’s will. They need heaven more than I do, and I would want
them to have it. I have found that the will of God has not restricted
my life. Following God’s will has enriched my life. By following
the wisdom I have discovered in the will of God, I have missed out
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only on the suffering and grief that result from foolishly disobeying
his guidance. I feel sorry for those who ran away from God and
sought happiness in other ways. I also feel sorry for those who
found doing God’s will a great burden, so they are envious of those
who did not do it. I would wish both of these groups to have
God’s salvation. I would not begrudge His salvation to anyone.

Perhaps there are people who find some others so detestable
that they could not bear to be in heaven if those evil ones were
there. People who feel that some are so horrible they can’t be in
heaven, are blind to their own shadow sides; which they have
repressed below their level of consciousness. The very things they
detest in others reside in that dark part of themselves hidden in
their own subconscious minds.

Walt Whitman writes of this in his poem “Song of Myself,”
saying, “In all people I see myself, none more and not one barley-
corn less, and the good and bad I say of myself I say of them.”

It is understandable that we have repressed and denied our
dark sides, because we want to feel acceptable. To accomplish this
there are various methods. One is to rationalize everything we do,
to justify it as right, no matter how horrible it may be. For this to
work we must brainwash ourselves into believing our own
rationalizations. We must lie to ourselves and fool ourselves, and
therefore the effort has to be unconscious on our part. Probably
Hitler and his followers even rationalized the Holocaust. We
usually rationalize smaller things, like cheating an insurance
company. We tell ourselves that insurance companies are always
ripping people off with excessive rates, so padding our auto repair
bill is our chance to get even. We might also think that a big rich
corporation like an insurance company will never miss the small
sum we are milking them for. In fact, the outrageous rates that we
complain about are partly caused by people cheating the company.

When we rationalize things, we distort the truth. It is hard
enough to make wise decisions in this life when we are thinking
straight and have all the facts right. If we lie to ourselves, deceiving
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ourselves, we may make disastrous decisions without ever realizing
it until it is too late. It is a dangerous game to play.

An even more subconscious technique is to repress the
unacceptable parts of ourselves so far below the conscious level that
they are invisible to us, although perfectly visible to others. Then
there is the tendency to project these characteristics onto others and
to be really horrified by those traits in them. We vehemently oppose
some things because we are trying to keep them repressed in ourselves.
This strategy of repression may seem necessary, because we could
never accept ourselves if we knew all that is part of us.

In a sincere effort to be good, we fool ourselves into believing
we are better than we are and judge others for the very things we
have repressed in ourselves.

Paul cautions us about this in Romans 2:1 where he writes,
“Therefore you have no excuse, O man, whoever you are, when
you judge another; for in passing judgement upon him you
condemn yourself, because you, the judge, are doing the very same
things.”

How can we stop this? We need to look deeply and honestly
into ourselves and see all that is there, both good and bad, light
and dark.

But if we saw everything which is inside us, how could we
ever face ourselves or God? That is one reason why we have to
understand the limitless love and acceptance of God. It is only
through feeling God’s complete acceptance that we will ever be
able to accept ourselves as we really are, more or less, love ourselves,
despite all our faults. Whenever we reject another, we reject part
of ourselves, and whenever we condemn another, we condemn
part of ourselves.

 We will never feel completely accepted and loved until we
learn to accept everything human, for, as psychiatrist Carl Jung
has pointed out, nothing human is alien to us.

Jung also asks, “What if I should discover that the least amongst
them all, the poorest of all the beggars, the most impudent of all
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the offenders, the very enemy himself—that these are within me,
and that I myself stand in need of the alms of my own kindness—
that I myself am the enemy who must be loved—what then?”5

Walt Whitman echoes Jung’s question in his poem, “You Felons
on Trial in Courts”:

“You felons on trial in courts,
You convicts in prison-cells, you sentenced assassins
     chain’d and handcuff’d with iron,
Who am I too that I am not on trial or in prison?
Me ruthless and devilish as any, that my wrists are not
     chain’d with iron, or my ankles with iron?
You prostitutes flaunting over the trottoirs or obscene in your

rooms,
Who am I that I should call you more obscene than myself?
O culpable! I acknowledge—I expose!
(O admirers, praise not me—compliment not me—you make

me wince,
I see what you do not—I know what you do not. )
Inside these breast-bones I lie smutch’d and choked,
Beneath this face that appears so impassive hell’s tides

continually run,
Lusts and wickedness are acceptable to me,
I walk with delinquents with passionate love,
I feel I am of them—I belong to those convicts and prostitutes

myself,
And henceforth I will not deny them—for how can I deny

myself?”
Perhaps the realization that God loves, accepts, and ultimately

will save everyone can help us in our goal of total self-acceptance.
If we no longer have to hide from God, perhaps we will not hide
from ourselves, either. The increased honesty and self-awareness
that results can help us to lead a wiser and thus better life.

I feel God means to get our minds off the question of our
future salvation, and onto the living of today. In His love, God
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alone secures our salvation; and proclaims it as a sign of His amazing
love and grace. Through Christ, God seeks to assure us of that
certain salvation in as dramatic and convincing a way as possible,
so we will stop worrying about it. Having received this message,
the good news of the gospel that the church should convey to
everyone, those who believe never need to think again about their
future salvation.
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Chapter 3: What is God’s Law About?

HEN YOU TELL PEOPLE THAT God is going to save everyone,
they often see no reason to follow God’s commandments. After
all, if what they think or do will not affect their salvation, they
might as well think and do whatever they want. The same problem
can arise if you tell people they are saved by faith, as a free gift of
God.

Protestant theology says that people cannot be saved by good
deeds, but only by God as a free gift. Paul had to argue that this
did not make the law irrelevant, and his letters always had long
discourses on Christian ethics.

I find that most people cannot quite believe that good or bad
works do not somehow determine whether they will be saved or
not. I think the usual position is that salvation is made possible by
Christ’s redeeming sacrifice on the cross, is made accessible to the
individual by his faith in Christ, and is secured by good works. So
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most people still believe in works-righteousness, and dedication is
born of fear for one’s salvation. With all the talk of love, fear still
haunts the common Christian, and the God who speaks softly still
carries a big stick of eternal damnation.

I believe, however, that God, in His sovereign power and will,
has chosen, out of love, to save us all, no matter what. Faith is
really another work and thus only a more subtle form of the good
deeds that people think will save them. Not even faith is needed
for our salvation, which is fortunate, because our faith can be as
unsteady as our conduct. We are all saved no matter what we believe
or do.

I Timothy 4:10 says, “We have our hope set on the living God,
who is the Savior of all men, especially of those who believe.“
This means all people are saved and this includes even those who
do not believe.

So there is no need to fear, or to obey God’s will out of fear.
Still, I cannot believe we are to ignore God’s law. Paul ends each of
his letters with ethical instructions. Christ gives a long discourse
on ethics in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7).

Jesus ends his sermon with this story in Matthew 7:24-27.
“Every one then who hears these words of mine and does them
will be like a wise man who built his house upon the rock; and the
rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat upon
that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on the
rock. And every one who hears these words of mine and does not
do them will be like a foolish man who built his house upon the
sand; and the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew
and beat against that house, and it fell; and great was the fall of it.“

So we should follow God’s will because it is wise and will lead
to a better life. I find that following God’s law does not restrict our
lives; rather it enriches our days. God’s will leads us into the most
beautiful and fulfilling paths in life. God’s law also tries to help us
avoid life’s pitfalls. To ignore God’s guidance is foolish, and we,
along with others, will suffer for it.
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I read the Bible as the story of God’s reaching out in love to
His children, His creation. God tries to show them His love by
giving them His loving guidance as any parent would. As His first
gift of love, God gives everyone, through Jesus Christ, the
assurance of their salvation. As His second gift of love, God tries
to help people along the path of this life, through the wisdom that
is found in His commandments and Christ’s teaching.

The Law as a Gift of Love

GOD, IN HIS love, not only assures us of our future salvation, but
He also gives us His loving guidance for the living of this life.

In I Timothy 2:3-4 Paul says, “This is good, and it is acceptable
in the sight of God our Savior, who desires all men to be saved and
to come to the knowledge of the truth.“

Previously, I had noted God’s desire that all men be saved.
Now I point out His other desire that everyone “come to the
knowledge of the truth.“ It is this truth that He always tries to
teach us, so we might make the wisest decisions in living our lives.

Christ spoke to this truth when He said to the Jews who had
believed in Him, “If you continue in my word, you are truly my
disciples, and you will know the truth, and the truth will make
you free.“ (John 8:31-32)

This is a novel idea, that following Christ’s word will make us
free. Most people think that obeying Christ restricts life. People
think of religion as a restriction because of all the laws and
commandments they feel they must follow. But that view gets
things backwards. It is sin, disobeying God, that restricts life.
Following God liberates life.

Sin enslaves; as Christ points out in John 8:34 saying, “Truly,
truly, I say to you, every one who commits sin is a slave to sin.“

God wants people to know the truth, so they see the grip sin
has on them and thus have the will and the wisdom to break that
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grip. Those who do not know the truth fall prey to lies. God, in
His love, tries to show us the truth and the way to truly live through
His revelation contained in the Bible.

When we realize that the scriptures are God’s gift to us, as a
guidebook through our very complex and often perplexing
existence, we will eagerly seek to follow the instructions we find,
because we know they are in our best interest.

This concept, that God’s commandments are not tests of
obedience or restrictions imposed to fulfill the whims of a
judgemental tyrant, but God’s loving revelation which will show
us how to live a freer, fuller, more beautiful and abundant life, can
be accepted without believing in universal salvation. But the idea
never occurred to me until I had asked the question, “If everyone
is saved, then what of the law?”

People can believe that the law is God’s loving gift of guidance
without believing in universal salvation. But I think that as long as
salvation is dubious, people will always be seeking the basis for
God’s judgement and the criteria for separating the sheep from
the goats. Casting around for a basis for judgement, they almost
inevitably seize upon the law, and works-righteousness creeps into
their belief.

Subtly, but surely, the law becomes demand, rather than gift, in
their eyes. The love of God is undermined in their minds, and they
begin to see God as their adversary. They begin to hide from God
and themselves, pretending to be more righteous than they are, and
doing God’s will out of fear and/or hope for a heavenly reward. Only
belief in universal salvation makes salvation irrelevant, removes the
last trace of fear, and allows people to really believe and feel that the
law is God’s gift of guidance for more abundant living.

This concept, that the law of God is for our sake, not His,
explains nicely Christ’s words recorded in John 10:10.  “I came
that they may have life, and have it abundantly.“

As we try to guide our children into the best paths in life, so
our heavenly Father tries to guide us, His children, wisely and
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well. Of course, our ideas of what is best for our children are
sometimes wrong. God’s ideas are never wrong.

There are many other complications, of course, such as whether
we interpret God’s advice correctly. Much of the guidance in the
Old Testament is to a particular people in their specific historical
circumstances. To make that advice apply literally to all people
everywhere is a mistake. So it is not a simple matter to understand
how God’s guidance in the scriptures applies to us today. But it is
of the utmost importance that we try to understand, because it is
the quality of our lives that is at stake, not a matter of pleasing
God.

In an effort to get His children to do what is best for them,
God will use whatever means are most effective, and this means
that He might use fear sometimes. Human parents sometimes
threaten and even punish their children to help them to learn and
follow the best path. Even so, our heavenly Father sometimes
coaxes and coerces us because of our stubbornness. Human parents
do this in their children’s best interest, and do not ultimately cast
them out forever. Likewise, their heavenly Father, even when He
seems stern, will not ultimately cast them into eternal damnation.

The realization that people have nothing to fear from God
concerning this life or the next, brings about a real change in the
way I speak and act. I was attracted to Christianity because of the
love I found there. I pursued the ministry because it was a chance
to serve people by giving them love and acceptance, while also
conveying the good news of the gospel. It is these positive, warm
and generous aspects of Christianity that I love about my faith.

But in the past I was always torn by the belief that ultimately
God may not accept some people. Then I felt that I had to condemn
these people for the sake of their own salvation. In a sense I had to
burn their bodies at the stake to save their souls, as church officials
claimed during the inquisition.

I remember hospitals having problems with zealous
conservative Christians going into patients’ rooms where they
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heard that people were dying, and getting them all upset about
whether they were going to heaven. It seemed to me that it
was a cruel thing to do to people who already were suffering
enough; yet I understood that it could be an act of great love
and concern on the part of those Christians. In their eyes, the
anguish they might cause these patients in their final time on
this earth would be nothing in comparison to the fact that they
were trying to save their souls for all eternity. When one
believes that some will truly be damned, such cruel measures
as this seem more than justified.

I am glad that my belief in universal salvation keeps me from
having to treat people cruelly on this earth for the supposed sake
of their eternal salvation. In my heart, I cannot bring myself to
thus condemn people. I feel that my words would bring only
destructive guilt and would not help them at all.

Carl Jung confirms my feelings when he says in Modern Man in
Search of a Soul, “We cannot change anything unless we accept it.
Condemnation does not liberate, it oppresses. I am the oppressor
of the person I condemn, not his friend and fellow-sufferer.“1

Now I can talk of wisdom, not sin. I can point out the wisdom
of God’s law, and recommend it to people as helpful, rather than
laying a destructive burden of guilt on them. I can speak of
following God’s loving guidance as wise, rather than using the
morally charged word “right.“ I can speak of going against the
wisdom of God’s will as foolish, rather than labeling it “wrong” or
“evil” with all the guilt that is implied by those words.

I can now approach people and say, “I am here to serve you,
not to judge you.“

People hide from God; they hide from ministers; they even
hide from themselves; because of guilt. If they understood the intent
of God’s law to be loving guidance rather than a tool for judgement
and condemnation, they might seek God’s will eagerly, rather than
running from it fearfully.
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My belief in universal salvation solves many ethical questions
for me. For example: “If we are supposed to love everyone, even
our enemies, how can God reject some of His enemies, condemning
them to hell?”

 If God in the end does not forgive some people, that leaves a
big loophole for us to use to rationalize our hatreds. On the other
hand, if we understood that everyone is completely forgiven by
God and will be in heaven with us, perhaps it would encourage us
to learn to love them now. We really have no grounds for rejecting
people if they are all accepted by God now and forever.

So universalism answers a question and closes a loophole. I,
like God, am to love and accept everyone. It also makes it a lot
nicer answering the questions of people whose loved ones have
died, and whom they fear will not get into heaven. I can assure
them they have nothing to fear, without feeling I am bending the
truth just to make them feel better. I am happy to give them the
good news, with the confidence that it is true.

Universalism also changes the motivation for following God’s
will. It elevates that motivation, from fear, or hope of reward, to
accepting God’s will as best for us. It should make it easier to love
God.

This was a problem that plagued Martin Luther. He found
himself unable to love the God who seemed to demand that love
of him.

Love is never fostered by demanding it. The fact is that God does not demand
that we love Him. Instead, God loves us, forgives us, accepts us, and always
seeks our good.

In I John 4:10 we read, “In this is love, not that we loved God but
that he loved us and sent his Son to be the expiation for our sins. “

Thus God wins my love, imperfect as it may be, by loving me.
It is a wonderful thing to love one who loves you. It is hard to love
one who demands love from you. It is love that we receive from
God, and not demands. The law is an expression of that love, not
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demands or a test of obedience that we must pass to be saved.
This understanding fills the Christian life with joy, rather then
work or fear.

Suppose I serve God for fifty years and another never even
lifts his finger, but we both enter heaven. I do not feel it is unfair
that he got in, nor am I angry about it. Instead, I feel sorry for him,
because he missed the beauty and warmth of knowing and walking
with a loving God all those years of life.

It is a funny, yet tragic thought, to think of the Good News
Club that used our church building. They met to share good news
with grade school children. They told them that Jesus loves them,
and they must love and obey Him, so they can go to heaven. And
they also warned them that if they did not accept, love and obey
Christ, they would go to hell and be punished forever. If that is
good news, I don’t understand the meaning of the concept.

I like to preach about a God who loves us so much that He
has, at great sacrifice, come in Jesus Christ to bring the good news
of our certain salvation in the future, and who also helps us each
step of the way to that future with His loving guidance.

Now that is good news! And that is the good news that I am
trying to share. If I am mistaken, I would rather err on the side of
love and acceptance than on the side of judgement and
condemnation.

I would like Christianity to be a joy, not a burden. I would like
to make the circle of love and acceptance larger, not smaller. So I
tell people of God’s love for them. If they can believe, and really
feel loved by God, they might be able to love others and even
themselves more.

Seeing no limits on God’s love, I try to make my love limitless
also. The love I feel for people and demonstrate to them may make
the love of God more believable.

Love fulfills the law; is the motivation for the law; and the
motivation for our desire to follow it.



Walter E. Williams

41

Paul says in Galatians 5:14, “For the whole law is fulfilled in
one word, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’”

Belief in universal salvation frees us from all fear and concern
about future salvation, so we can concentrate fully on living a life
of love now. That is why God put us on this earth. God’s law is
His gift of love to guide us in that very important life on this
earth, so our life may be freer and more abundant.
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SECTION II: ETHICAL IMPLICATIONS

Chapter 4: Can We Follow the Sermon on the Mount?

N SECTION ONE, I DISCUSSED universalism and its
implications for ethics abstractly. In this section, I will

apply my viewpoint, that the law is for our benefit, not God’s, to
specific ethical teachings.

I have chosen to analyze the Sermon on the Mount, because it
was always the most difficult ethical teaching of Christ for me to
handle. Finally I began to understand it. Now I feel the Sermon on
the Mount is the most valuable ethical instruction I have seen
anywhere.

When I was a teenager, I had not had my rebirth experience.
So I thought in terms of works-righteousness as the way you got
to heaven. I was very troubled by the Sermon on the Mount, and
I interpreted it quite literally.

One particularly distressing passage was Matthew 5:29, which
says, “If your right eye causes you to sin, pluck it out and throw it
away; it is better that you lose one of your members than that
your whole body be thrown into hell.”
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This was a terrifying passage of scripture, since as a young
teenager I was finding many sexual desires springing up inside of
me and making me want to do things that I felt sure were wrong.

I seriously considered plucking out my eye, even both eyes,
and might have, except I thought it out enough to realize that in
my mind’s eye the fantasies would continue. Therefore, plucking
out my physical eyes was no solution.

This left me with an even greater dilemma, because I did not
know how to get rid of the sinful thoughts and desires that
tormented me and endangered my salvation. In 1984, I read in the
newspaper of a teenager who actually mutilated himself physically
because of this very passage. I could well understand his thoughts,
and I was very sad. The fear generated about hell, and the
propensity to interpret the scripture literally led to this tragic deed.

As an aside, I might discuss the attitudes toward sex which
caused me such torment and that other teenager such tragedy. In a
book on child rearing and religion, I read that the tendency to
portray sexual feelings as somehow evil comes home to roost in
the teenager. Suddenly he finds these feelings springing up within
him. He becomes convinced he is evil since he cannot get rid of
these desires. This makes him ripe for the preaching that portrays
him as evil and in need of repentance and God’s grace. He is ready
for the conviction of sin and the rebirth experience put upon people
at revivals. So he walks the sawdust trail or has a dramatic
conversion experience and feels saved.

What then of his sexual desires? He usually represses them,
denying that they any longer exist, or he funnels them into marriage
and denies any desires for people other than his spouse. I have
used masculine pronouns, but all this applies equally to women.
This results in the projection of these feelings onto others and
many other difficulties dealing with sexual issues.

For example, one of the reasons it is felt that sex education is
not very effective in increasing the use of birth control among
teenagers is because they are deceiving themselves to avoid guilt.
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If they prepare wisely to use birth control, they feel that the
premarital intercourse, condemned as fornication by the Bible, was
premeditated. Then they will feel guilty of breaking God’s law
intentionally. So they pretend to themselves that they were just
carried away by their feelings on the spur of the moment. Thus
they feel they are not morally responsible for their actions.

Unfortunately, nature does not care what psychological tricks
they play on themselves to avoid guilt. Girls get pregnant all the
same. Thus the fear of guilt leads to foolish and dangerous self-
deceit. In fact, the warnings against premarital intercourse are
because it is a risky business, and God does not want them to get
hurt.

Sex is a part of God’s creation and is therefore perfectly natural.
Moreover, sex is good, because God declared all of His creation
good. But sex is a powerful natural drive, and it should be handled
wisely. Sex is a very special gift of God and it warrants special
treatment by society and religion. Thus marriage is part of every
society, to manage the sexual relationship and care for the children
that may result. Far from being evil, sex is sacred, so there is no
reason to be ashamed of this gift of God. If sex is cherished and
dealt with carefully, much torment and tragedy can be avoided.
Then sex can be appreciated as one of God’s most beautiful gifts.

In my first year of college, while reading a letter by Martin
Luther, I suddenly understood his teaching about justification by
faith alone, and I had the traditional rebirth experience. I now
recognize that dramatic rebirth experience as really a flash of
intellectual understanding. I was overjoyed and overwhelmed. I
never again worried about my salvation. I concentrated instead on
spreading this good news and, out of gratitude, serving God to
the best of my ability. I became very evangelical. I wanted to save
souls. But I was bothered by the fear that some, perhaps many,
were unsaved and thus lost forever. Now the Sermon on the Mount
contained no fear for me, because I was saved by the grace of
God, not by works.
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Still, I was troubled by these great ethical teachings because I
could not understand why Christ preached a sermon full of
impossible commandments. I really wanted to please Him, but I
could not deal with difficult, surely impractical, ethical advice,
such as “Turn the other cheek” or “Love your enemies.”

When I studied Paul’s letter to the Galatians in seminary, I
learned of his belief that the law was impossible to fulfill.  Indeed,
the law was to force us to accept the conclusion that we can be
saved only by the grace of God. The idea that the law was made
impossible so we would see the failure of works-righteousness
seemed to make sense of the Sermon on the Mount, and especially
Christ’s statement, “You, therefore, must be perfect, as your
heavenly Father is perfect.”(Matthew 5:48)

But the idea that the Sermon on the Mount was impossible to
fulfill made it even more impractical and irrelevant. The Sermon
on the Mount became something to be practically ignored. I felt
these ethical teachings had to have more meaning than just to
back you into an impossible moral dilemma, in order to destroy
any illusion of salvation by good works.

It was not until I began to examine this sermon again, this
time as being given to guide us into a better and more beautiful
life, that I began to look at what Christ said more deeply and
seriously. I began to probe beneath the literal surface interpretation,
as if digging for buried treasure. When I did this, following the
spirit of what was said and examining in my heart and mind what
would be the results, I began to find great treasures. Now I see
that no other way of living makes sense. The Sermon on the Mount
is now the richest and most precious of all Christ’s teaching to me.

In the rest of my book, I hope to share these insights. I will
unpack and explore the deep treasures I found when I sought
what good and loving advice our Father in Heaven is trying to
convey to us, his beloved children, for the living of a more
abundant life.
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Taking the Law Seriously

SOME PEOPLE THINK that belief in universal salvation will lead to
disregard for the law of God. That may be one of the reasons
many people oppose the view. It was certainly one of the criti-
cisms of Paul’s preaching of justification by the free gift of God’s
grace, accessible through faith alone.

Jesus was criticized not only for being lax on the law, but even
for breaking it. One of the things that surely led to the death of
Jesus was the fact that He often broke the law in the eyes of the
scribes and Pharisees. With His constant consorting with sinners
and accepting all kinds of people, Jesus was undermining the morals
of the people and the religion so dear to those religious authorities.

Many times, seeing His acceptance of “sinners,” I also felt that
Jesus was lax on the law. Of course, I wanted to see Him that way.
Then I would not have to judge myself or others harshly, so I
could love and accept them.

Still, the Sermon on the Mount troubled me. I could not write
off the law, or the Sermon on the Mount, because Christ Himself
in that sermon said that He did not write off the law.

In Matthew 5:17-18 Jesus said, “Think not that I have come to
abolish the law and the prophets; I have come not to abolish them
but to fulfill them. For truly, I say to you, till heaven and earth pass
away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the law until all is
accomplished.”

Surely a sarcastic smile must have formed on the lips of the
religious authorities, and perhaps more than one knowing wink
was exchanged when they heard those words. They must have
thought, “This Jesus sounds like one of the strictest of all the scribes
and Pharisees, this lax lawbreaker. What an imposter!”

Even some Christian scholars have speculated that Christ could
never have said the words in Matthew 5:17-18. They seem so unlike
Him who accepted everyone so easily. But most scholars cannot
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imagine such an uncharacteristic statement being invented and
inserted into the gospel. Jesus must have said it, or it would not be
reported. So we are faced with a puzzle as to what it means.

As I have studied scripture, I have found that taking seriously
and struggling with the most difficult verses of scripture have led
to the greatest leaps in insight for me. Those seemingly impossible
scriptures force me to leap over my usual ways of thinking, to
some radical new truth, which opens up vast new avenues of
understanding. So it was with these words of Christ, which I refused
to ignore.  I have found that this emphasis on the law contains, in
some ways, the key to the whole sermon; which is a collection of
seemingly legalistic demands by Christ that are clearly impossible
to fulfill. I hope it will also help you to unlock the mysteries of this
most difficult of ethical discourses.

It is obvious to me now that Christ came to reveal to us the
spirit of the law of God, which, if followed, fulfills that law even
better than following the letter of the law.

Sometimes the spirit of the law seems to contradict the letter.
That is why the Pharisees thought Christ broke the law. This seems
a simple insight to be given such a big buildup. It is not as simple
as it seems. It is very difficult to probe deep enough into the spirit
of the many cryptic passages of the Sermon on the Mount to find
the treasure.

Even on simple passages, one can be misled by misunderstanding
the spirit intended by God. I will illustrate this by starting with a
seemingly simple law that is not in the Sermon on the Mount. I have
chosen for this purpose the law of the Sabbath.

The Sabbath law is the commandment Christ was most
frequently accused of breaking. It is also a law that is widely
misunderstood today, causing much dissension and guilt.

We find it first in Exodus 20:8-9 where it begins, “Remember
the sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days you shall labor, and do
all your work; but the seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your
God; in it you shall not do any work . . .”
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Now the scribes understood that you were supposed to follow
the spirit of the law in all its implications. So the religious
authorities of Christ’s day tried to interpret the spirit of the law.
They worked hard to refine and interpret its meaning, so it would
be clear how to fulfill it exactly. For example, they tried to define
what work was. One form of work would be to carry a burden.
Then burden must be defined. According to scribal law, a burden
is any food equal to a dried fig in weight. A swallow of milk is a
burden. Enough ink to inscribe two characters of the alphabet
would be a burden. These were only a few of the burdens that
were precisely defined.1

There were many matters still open to question, and these
were endlessly debated. The matter of whether artificial teeth or
limbs constituted a burden was discussed. Was picking up your
child a burden? They pondered whether a wig or jewelry was too
much to carry. In my mind, this excruciating examination of what
was permitted on the Sabbath was too much to bear. 2

Volumes were written interpreting the smallest details of the
law, in order to precisely define and obey God’s will. It was not
that they did not try to follow the spirit of the law from the start.
They seemed to feel, as I suspect many people do today, that the
purpose of the law was to restrict their freedom and activities in
order to somehow show respect or obeisance to God. They then
tried to define exactly how their activities must be restricted to
please God in His whims. After all, the gods of Old Testament
times were all whimsical and unpredictable. Of course, many of
the restrictions seemed ridiculous, but they could not see any reason
for the law of the Sabbath to begin with.

Christ, on the other hand, understood and said that, “The
sabbath was made for man, not man for the sabbath.”(Mark 2:27)

The Sabbath law, like all of God’s other laws, is for our benefit,
not God’s. It was to spare us the folly of working seven days a
week, thus never taking any time off to enjoy life or to rest for our
health’s sake. There may have been many times in history when
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we would have been required to work seven days a week, if it were
not for the law of the Sabbath. It is a blessing, and not a curse, to
have a day off. On that day, it is good to worship God, so we
remember the source of our blessings and take time to seek His
wisdom for the living of the days ahead. But it is also good to
enjoy that day in whatever way we find best, whether pursuing a
hobby, playing a game, going to a movie, or other recreation.

Recreation comes from the word re-creation. Play re-creates
us and renews us for a new week of work. The Sabbath is a day of
greater freedom because we do not have to work, not a day of
restricted freedom. Who wants to work seven days a week anyway?
If we do enjoy work so much that we would call it play, be warned
that we need a break to maintain our physical and mental health.
Wanting to work seven days a week may mean that we are
workaholics, which can be a dangerous disorder. To argue whether
Saturday or Sunday is really the Sabbath is ridiculous, since the
idea is to have regular days off for the sake of our well being. The
Sabbath law is for our benefit, not a random restriction to glorify
God’s vanity.

So it is with all of God’s laws. They are not to restrict our
lives, but to show us the way to a better and more beautiful life.
The spirit of these laws is love. They grow out of God’s love for
us, and they point out to us that love is the only way to live. “Love
your enemies” is not an unreasonable requirement, but the way to
a more beautiful life than we think possible. Some may think I do
not call on us to do anything, because I always talk of love. But I
am really laying out the most difficult of all guidelines to follow,
yet the only one that is truly worthwhile, and surely the most
beautiful. I seek to teach people to do more than follow the letter
of the law, indeed, to follow its very spirit.

Likewise, I believe Christ, by loving us and advising us to love,
was laying out a more difficult task than that which the scribes
and Pharisees laid out. The scribes and Pharisees followed the letter
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of the law, not understanding its true spirit, and they were called
righteous by the people of their day.

Christ, who is always loving and accepting people, says, “For
I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes
and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of
heaven.”(Matthew 5:20)

Is this a threat worse than that of the legalists? No, it is better
guidance than that of the legalists who follow the letter of the law,
to gain salvation in the end. Following the letter of the law out of
fear or to get into heaven after we die is folly. To love is to enjoy a
piece of heaven right now. Love is what heaven is all about, and
only those who love enjoy its fruits. Finding these fruits, they love
more freely and fully, as they overflow with beauty. It is almost
like there is no law, because love points the way.

Long ago Saint Augustine said that the Christian life could be
summed up in one phrase: “Love God, and do what you like.”

 Paul wrote in Galatians 5:14, “For the whole law is fulfilled in
one word, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself. ’”

Learn then that love is what life is all about. Learn to love as
God intends, and you will be free to enjoy the kingdom of heaven,
for you will already be basking in its beauty.

So far, I have tried to point out that the commandments of God
were given for our benefit, as a loving gift to us. I have also tried to
show that the spirit of the law is love. These assertions may be true,
but they are general and abstract truths. Understanding what God is
trying to say specifically in each of His commandments, and how
that will benefit us, can be more difficult to determine. Of course, we
could just trust that His advice is best, and try to follow it on that
presumption. However, we would have difficulty in really
understanding what that guidance meant in all the complex situations
and decisions we face, unless we understood the specific spirit of
each lesson He tries to teach us. To illustrate how the specific may
add to the general, I will look again at the words of Christ from His



Love Without Limit

52

Sermon on the Mount, which gave me so much difficulty when I
took them literally as a teenager.

Jesus says in Matthew 5:29, “If your right eye causes you to
sin, pluck it out and throw it away; it is better that you lose one of
your members than that your whole body be thrown into hell.”

As I said at the beginning of Section II, I was afraid of this
terrible threat and even considered plucking out my eye, but I
knew all too well that plucking out my physical eyes would not
spare me the temptations that tormented me. My mind’s eye would
still be there, and the fantasies created would still cause me to sin,
at least in my thoughts. This knowledge just made my situation
more hopeless, because I could not find any way of overcoming
my sinful desires. I was surely lost. Only later, when I realized that
we are saved by the grace of God, could I be at peace with these
words of Christ. Then I assumed I would never be able to fulfill
this commandment, so I ignored it. It was no longer a problem to
me, but neither was it any benefit.

Now I look at these same words as containing some treasure if
I can only understand them. When I look for that benefit, I find it.
We all are sometimes unhappy because we cannot have something
we desire. More than making us unhappy, these desires can make
life hell for us.

Christ is trying to tell us how to avoid that hell. The torment
will continue as long as we let that desire rage within us. The way
out of that hell is to root out the desire that is tormenting us. This
is not done by some physical mutilation, but by cutting out the
desire. He even hints at some reasoning that may help us. We may
feel that we cannot live without having our desire fulfilled, that to
live without what we want would be like living without an eye or
a hand.

He says, “It is better that you lose one of your members than
that your whole body go into hell.”(Matthew 5:30)

He is pointing out that this desire is putting you into hell
through the torment it is causing you. Surely, to do without that
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one thing is better than this constant torment, which is making
your whole life hell. When we realize that, we may find it easier
to finally lay this desire aside, thus freeing our life from its
domination. This is a very beneficial lesson in how to deal with
our desires when they get out of hand.

People have destroyed their lives and the lives around them
by either brooding constantly about what they cannot have, or
going after what they should not have and losing what was most
precious to them. It is probably not accidental that Christ’s advice
is in the paragraph about adultery. If people want to commit
adultery, but cannot, they torment themselves with what cannot
be. If they commit adultery, they also destroy much, for marriages
are damaged or destroyed by such acts.

When a desire dominates you and threatens to destroy you,
remember this advice of Christ. It is better to give up that special
thing, even if it seems as dear to you as an eye or a hand, than to
destroy your whole life, making it a living hell.

Now I feel good about this passage from the Sermon on the
Mount. It is a treasure, rather than a threat or an impossible demand
to be ignored. It is in this way I will examine other passages from
the Sermon on the Mount. My belief in everyone being saved has
led to a new perspective, That has unlocked the mysteries of many
difficult passages of scripture. This makes me more confident that
I am on the right track.
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Chapter 5: How Can the Beatitudes be True?

T SHOULD BE IMMEDIATELY APPARENT that The Sermon on
the Mount is going to be difficult to understand, since

it starts right off with a list of seeming contradictions called the
beatitudes. Sayings such as, “Blessed are the meek, for they shall
inherit the earth.” (Matthew 5:5), are so obviously opposite to the
realities of life on this earth that they are usually written off as
only possible of fulfillment in some future paradise. Indeed, the
term “shall,” and in this case “inherit,” tend to point to some fulfill-
ment in the future, probably after we die or at the end of this
world. It is temptingly easy to write them off as irrelevant for this
life, other than in terms of trying to obtain some distant reward.

Since I have proposed that everyone will be saved ultimately,
this concept of a reward in the end only for those who comply
with the conditions of the beatitudes doesn’t make sense. On the
other hand, if everyone is to get those ultimate rewards, then any
reason for following the advice in the beatitudes seems to have
vanished.
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If the beatitudes are to have much value, it must be in the
present, in this life. I will try to show that the benefit is in this life.
I think this will make us take them more seriously, because we will
usually be more concerned about today, i. e. , this life, than some
promise about the hereafter.

My whole approach makes this life more significant, rather
than directing the attention so much to the next life.

It was William Barclay who opened my eyes to the realization
that the beatitudes reveal a blessedness that can be ours here and
now.  Barclay believes the beatitudes are exaltations proclaiming
that blessedness.1

How appropriate the form of the beatitudes is. They are not
stated like commandments or demands. Instead, they are guidelines
to blessings. They seem to thus confirm my feeling that God gives
His commandments as loving advice to lead us to the most beautiful
or blessed life.

Starting with the word “Blessed” is really the most appropriate,
since all of God’s commandments are meant to be blessings.
Throughout my examination of the beatitudes and the other
teachings of the Sermon on the Mount I will show how the law is
a gift of God’s love.

As I have been saying, God’s first act of love is to assure us of
our eternal salvation, so we do not worry about the next life. His
second act of love is to show us the way to the most beautiful and
abundant life on this earth. I begin by exploring the blessings that
the beatitudes contain for those who understand and live them.

The word “Happy” has, in recent times, been substituted for
the word “Blessed,” but that word cannot do justice to what Christ
is talking about.

William Barclay points out that the root of the word
“happiness” is “hap.” “Hap” means chance.  So happiness is a matter
of chance.  Circumstances might bring us happiness, but chance
can as easily destroy that happiness.  The blessedness that the
beatitudes speak of is a joy that no turn of fate can take away.  It is
a joy which sustains us through suffering, as well as good fortune.2



Walter E. Williams

57

This joy, which has its secret within itself, serene, untouchable
and self-contained is what we will find and feel if we can understand
and live the life proclaimed “blessed” in the beatitudes. This joy is
one of God’s gifts of love, intended for us. Surely such a prize is
worth seeking.

The Poor in Spirit

THE FIRST BEATITUDE in Matthew 5:3 says, “Blessed are the poor in
spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”

For this first beatitude we must understand what Christ is
talking about when he speaks of being “poor in spirit.”

“Poor in spirit” certainly would not refer to being demanding
or proud. It would seem more to refer to being humble, and to the
willingness to accept what is. When we think then of these two
contrasting attitudes, we might imagine people who want
everything their own way, and demand that it be so. We can
imagine such people not even being happy in heaven, because
they will not get to run the show there. Such people surely have
difficulty being happy here on earth, because things often do not
go as they would wish. They demand everything, but life does not
deliver everything. Therefore, although they may have far more
than others and bully others into pampering their whims, they are
generally not happy.

The person who has learned to humbly accept the vicissitudes
of life might be happier than the demanding person, despite more
meager circumstances. Happiness is really a matter of what they
will accept in comparison to what they have. Some with a lot are
unhappy. Some with a little are happy. Happiness springs from a
humble and accepting heart, not from a proud, demanding spirit.
To illustrate this, I will look at how life and attitudes may change
as we grow older.

Many say that youth is wasted on the young, because they
have so much and seem to appreciate it so little. They usually
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have their health and a future full of opportunities ahead of them.
They are not weighted down by the mistakes of the past, or crippled
by failing health, yet they are not generally happier than older
people. Older people may end up happier, although their
circumstances are clearly worse.

As I look back on life, I find I appreciated what I had more,
after I had lost it. Many of those treasures of our youth cannot be
reclaimed. The clock cannot be turned back. Still, I find I can be
as happy now as before. Time and circumstances have taught me
humility and acceptance of what is. I look back now at that brash
young man that I was, and I am glad that I have learned some
humility and acceptance. I feel wiser and more contented. I have
not the frothy exuberance of youth, but a more durable and
seasoned joy. I hope I am now better prepared to withstand the
storms of life.

I have also learned that I am not in control of my life. In my
youth, I thought I was captain of my own ship. I thought I did not
need God or good fortune to forge ahead in whatever direction I
wanted. I had many abilities, and I could do whatever I turned my
mind to. Circumstances have taught me that I am not in control,
and life can take nasty turns, wrecking all my plans. It was an
uphill battle learning to accept that lack of control, and learning
to accept circumstances as they are. Understanding how little
control we have can be very disturbing. Yet, once realized, it cannot
be denied. The only way to peace of mind is to trust God, who is
in control of that which is beyond our control. To realize that the
most important things in life are beyond our control and to learn
to really trust God is a characteristic of the “poor in spirit.”

In Aramaic, the language Christ spoke, the word for “poor”
describes a person who, because he has no earthly resources
whatever, puts his trust in God. Such a person will realize that true
happiness and security cannot be found in the things of this world
that are transient, but only in the will and purposes of God.
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Of course not every person with little or no money puts their
trust in God. Some who are financially poor are devastated by
that poverty spiritually, mentally and physically. Still, the poor
are more likely to trust God, because, unlike the rich, they have
nothing else to trust. Therefore, it was the poor who mostly flocked
to Christ. It was the poor who constituted most of the early
Christian church. Even today, the most promising group of people
for evangelism is the lower class. They are usually the ones
converted at revivals. They are the most zealous and the most
concerned about their eternal salvation. If you think about it, for
many of them, this life and this world do not offer much, so they
place their faith in the next life and in their Savior, Jesus Christ.
This desperation makes them prey to manipulation and exploitation
in the name of religion. But those who realize that God loves them
and will surely save them, will put their trust in God alone, not in
some preacher who tells them that only if they support and follow
him will they secure the precious prize of personal salvation.

The rich are usually less zealous than the poor about God and
religion. There are many good things in this life for them. It is
those good things that they trust and enjoy. The rich may trust
their money or their abilities, but if they are really wise, they will
realize that tragedy can render their material wealth worthless.
Some people who have material wealth may put their trust in God,
understanding it is the only way to achieve real peace of mind.
Still, if they have money, there is a tendency to place their trust in
that, even if they think they are trusting only God.

I had a friend in seminary who had a wife and several children
to support. He had saved up some money and decided to quit his
job so he could enter seminary and study to be a minister. He told
me he trusted God to provide for his needs and the needs of his
family while he sought to serve God in this new way. He felt secure
in his trust of the Lord until he got down to the last thousand
dollars in his bank account. Then he realized, as his sense of security
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slipped away, that he had really trusted his bank account more
than God.

We often say we are trusting God, when we really trust money,
or our ability to manage, or some answer that has always made us
feel secure.

Life has a way of shattering these things. The generation who
went through the stock market crash of 1929 and the great
Depression will never feel quite secure about money or other
possessions. Our understanding of life can also be shattered. We
think we understand life and God, and in that understanding we
feel secure. Then tragedy befalls us and we ask, “Why? “

Suddenly our understanding and our faith are inadequate. At
times like that we may realize that we really trusted our supposed
knowledge, more than God.

I have found that life can destroy all of our answers and
undermine our understanding. Therefore, I have always liked
Philippians 4:6-7, which says, “Have no anxiety about anything,
but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving
let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God,
which passes all understanding, will keep your hearts and your
minds in Christ Jesus.”

By always thanking God, we will concentrate on what is good
rather than on what is bad. Thereby we can be more joyful, despite
the dismal circumstances we may confront. By basing our peace
on trusting God without requiring understanding, we will find a
security that cannot be destroyed by circumstances that shatter
our answers and defy our understanding. If we trust God even
when we do not understand, our peace of mind is secure. We do
not need to understand in order to obey God’s good and loving
guidance. To obey God and His eternal purpose should be our
goal. Then we should find our security in God alone. We will
know that God alone can bring us help, and hope, and strength.
Therefore, our trust and allegiance will be in God.
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Now the kingdom of heaven, or as some gospels say, the
“Kingdom of God,” is surely a place where God rules. To be in
God’s kingdom is to recognize God as king. So those who are
poor in spirit, in the sense that they give their whole allegiance to
God, are, by definition, in His kingdom. The beatitude, “Blessed
are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” is literally
true.

The poor in spirit have learned to trust God, and in this, they
have found peace of mind. They have learned to accept life as it
confronts them, and thus they can be happy in less than ideal
circumstances. Their blessedness is more than that happiness life
can give or just as quickly take away. It is more like that serene and
untouchable joy that comes from walking in the company and in
the presence of Jesus Christ.

Of course, our trust in God is never perfect on this earth, or
our allegiance to Him complete. Therefore, we do not totally
possess joy or peace, because we do not live completely in His
kingdom now. The complete fulfillment of the beatitude may be
in the future, but in so far as we can understand and follow its
direction now, we will enjoy the benefits of its promises in the
present.

Those Who Mourn

THE MOST DIFFICULT of the beatitudes to deal with to my satisfac-
tion is Matthew 5:4, where Christ says, “Blessed are those who
mourn, for they shall be comforted.”

Its difficulty lies in the subject, which appears to be suffering.
Anyone who has really suffered knows that, particularly in the
midst of that suffering, there is no satisfactory answer to the
question of suffering. It is even more difficult for me to think of
giving some trite formula to others who suffer. In the face of
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suffering, words often fall powerless to the ground. The word that
is used in Greek here for mourning is the strongest one possible. It
is the word used for mourning the death of one who is loved
passionately. There is no way that I will ever feel I have found
words or answers for such suffering.

Still, there are things that can be said about this beatitude
which have value. There are three ways that this beatitude can be
taken and I think each reveals some valuable insights.

The first interpretation is the usual one and the most difficult,
because it deals with one’s own personal suffering. What can be
said about suffering? Many things can be said about suffering. Each
has some truth, and thus some value.

I remember seeing a poster at church camp which said,
“Suffering builds character.” I thought to myself immediately, “Well
if it’s all the same to you, Lord, I think I will do with the character
I have.” Even though I have learned much from suffering, I thought,
“Only the young could put up such a poster.”

The beatitude tells us it is those who mourn who will be
comforted. In seminary, we were instructed about grieving for a
lost loved one. We were taught in pastoral psychology that people
need to really grieve, rather than running away from the pain. If
they tried to evade the suffering of mourning their loss, they would
never really recover from that loss.

Psychology teaches us that one cause of neurosis is the attempt
to avoid suffering necessary pain. Psychology thus confirms the
need to mourn if one is to ever find real comfort. Indeed, emotional
honesty is always best in the long run, even if it means experiencing
pain now.

I would not wish suffering on anyone, but it comes anyway.
Then we have two choices. We can be defeated by it, or we can
face it bravely and try to rise above it. I confront my pain and
disability every morning when I wake up. I mourn the loss of my
health for a few minutes, but then I decide to make the best of that
day. The worse the suffering, the greater the triumph when it is
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overcome. The wisdom and strength gained is a help in meeting
all the challenges of life.

I can say that I have learned much from suffering. I am a wiser,
better person for it.  But, if I had my choice, I would rather not
have suffered. Some lessons may be worth the pain, but some are,
at most, a compensation that is salvaged from the wreckage.

The Arabs have a saying, “All sunshine makes a desert.”I can
agree with that. But mourning, such as Christ speaks of, I could
not wish on anyone, no matter what they learn from it, or how
much they grow because of it.

The only thing I presently know that will really deal with the
worst suffering or mourning is for it to be relieved or taken away.
The suffering that I find the hardest to face is that which I feel will
go on forever. A very sharp pain can be endured if it is brief, while
a smaller pain will drive one to despair if no end can be hoped for.

The beatitude promises what is needed. It says, in essence,
that none of us will suffer forever. Its assurance is that those who
mourn will surely “be comforted.” Relief or release from suffering
is the best solution imaginable.

As youth, we stumbled over pebbles. I remember one day
seeing a little girl, about two, crying because she couldn’t get her
lollypop. I remember thinking, “Boy, if all I had to worry about
was losing a lollypop, how happy I would be.”

As we grow older, we find life becomes more difficult. One
day I told a Sunday School class that my newest proverb was,
“You might as well be happy with the way things are now, because
in the long run they will surely get worse.”

Well, the young people in the class were horrified by such a
philosophy, but the people over fifty backed me up. Life becomes
more difficult, so we need to get wiser and stronger. To our eventual
amazement, we find ourselves climbing over walls that we would
never have dreamed we could even face, much less surmount.

We may find ourselves happier than when we were younger
although we have far less. The difficulties of life have tempered
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our expectations and our demands. So we have learned to be happy
with what we have, rather than always wanting more, as is often
the tendency of youth.

I do not criticize youth for their desires and drive. That is the
way they are meant to be. If they knew as much as older people,
they might not have the courage to marry, or have children, or to
forge a life for themselves.

As we grow older, we learn to do with what we have. We need
to surmount higher walls than those of youth, the walls of suffering
and the walls of mourning, as we lose so much that is precious to
us. Finally, when the wall that faces us is too high, God rescues us
from this pilgrim path. When our cup of suffering is full and we
can not drink any more, He takes us home. There we get the
ultimate and eternal comfort.

The promise, “for they shall be comforted” is fulfilled. Of that
time we read, “and God himself will be with them; he will wipe
away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither
shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain any more, for the
former things have passed away.”(Revelation 21:3-4)

That hope may help us endure personal suffering on this earth.
It is this simple assurance of comfort for those who mourn that is
the most common interpretation of the beatitude, and it seems to
be comforting just to hear the words without any explanation.

A second interpretation is that the mourning is not for one’s
own suffering, but the suffering of others or the world in general.
Even if we ourselves are fortunate, there is always more than enough
suffering in the world to cause much mourning. This mourning
grows not out of personal suffering, but out of our concern for
others who suffer. At its most intense level, it comes from the
suffering of someone whom we love very much. It comes out of
love, and it can cause us much grief.

Since there is always much suffering in the world, how can we
find any comfort? Here, as in many other cases, the answer is only
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found when we really follow this beatitude to experience the result.
We must love someone and mourn for their suffering. Only in this
way may we eventually find the comfort.

I will draw from personal experience, and what I felt. I
remember one case in particular. I heard that one of the teenagers
in my youth fellowship whom I had grown to love, was facing a
very dark future. It upset me to the point of depression. For at least
a year I mourned her fate. I felt great pain, and I wondered
sometimes if caring so intensely was worth it. I knew that I could
stop the pain by simply stopping the love. Yet I preferred the pain
to the emptiness I would feel if I stopped caring.

To not love is to have an empty heart, and I prefer a heart full
of people and feelings about those people, even if they are painful
feelings. After about a year, a feeling came over me that comforted
me. I felt that my love would, in some way, make everything all
right. It doesn’t make any logical sense, but I felt that because I
loved this girl, although she suffered terribly, she would survive.
Somehow my love would keep her from being destroyed by the
degradation that she would experience. My love surrounded her
and would protect her from being lost. My love for her would
keep her from being completely alone in the face of her trials.

Later, I looked at my feeling logically, and understood that it
was really the love of God, which would never abandon her and
would ultimately protect her. That is a nice logical statement which
now makes some sense. Still it is my love that makes me sure that
she will be safe.

I am sure that we will all suffer in life, some more, some less.
Now I also have in my heart the assurance that we will all survive
and be comforted, and this comforts me. When I see people suffer,
my love for them grows, until it seems to envelope them and holds
them securely, in some sense, safe from the slings and arrows of
outrageous fortune. I am sure then that God will do as much and
more for them.  That is the real source of comfort.
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I can look at it from the other side also. When I am suffering,
it is a great comfort to me to feel that I have people who love me.
Again, it is more logical to look to the love of God for my ultimate
protection. After all, human beings do not always have the power
to spare me any suffering, much less to assure my ultimate survival.
Yet it is the love of people that convinces me of God’s love, and
thus gives me faith that God will help me in my suffering. So logic
has little power, compared to the heart.

If we wish to really understand the loving advice in the Sermon
on the Mount, we must, in love, follow that advice, until our heart
feels the result. Our own heart then becomes the source of our
assurance of God’s loving intentions.

I spoke once at a funeral of the joy of husband and wife reunited
in heaven. Later, the daughter said she wished that she could feel
that it was so. For me, the love in my heart assured me of their
certain reunion. I could feel it in my bones, and it needed no
scripture or further proof.

God is love, and the good news of the gospel is about love.
The truth and implications of the gospel are not felt or understood
by logic, but by loving. The comfort I found when I mourned for
others came out of love, even in the face of suffering that I was
powerless to prevent or alleviate. Of course, if it is in our power to
prevent or alleviate the suffering of another, the path to comfort
for both is obvious. I chose to deal with the more difficult case of
unavoidable suffering. I found, even there, that those who mourn
for the suffering of others will be comforted. They will also be
blessed by a greater feeling and understanding of love. Their heart
will be full of feelings that, even in sadness, will have a certain
beauty, because they spring from love.

Finally, there is a third, surprising interpretation of this
beatitude. It may be the main meaning. It is that one mourns for
his own sins. This may fit into the idea of sin that I am putting
forth in this book.

I feel that sin is more foolish than evil. We suffer and cause
others to suffer when we foolishly ignore or go against the wise



Walter E. Williams

67

and loving advice of God. This suffering does not occur because
God punishes us. Indeed, God gives us His loving advice to steer
us toward happiness and to spare us needless suffering.

Sin is not always the cause of suffering. That was a mistaken
belief of the Old Testament Jews. Yet sometimes you do cause
your own suffering through disobeying God’s good advice. When
you sit in the midst of the mess you have caused by your own
foolishness, you will mourn your folly and have no one to blame
but yourself. That may make you more depressed. But out of that
realization and sorrow may come true repentance and the wisdom
to begin living according to God’s will. So, in the long run, you
may be blessed by realizing the desirability of following God.

If things always seem to work out well when you are following
your own foolish way, you may never wake up to how far you
have gone astray and what beauty and fulfillment you are missing.
You may trample on other people and bully your way into a position
of wealth or power or prominence and feel quite successful, never
realizing that you have missed out on the loving relationships that
are really the heart of life.

The poem “Tamerlane” portrayed a world conqueror looking
back over his life and wishing he had stayed in his rural home
with the girl he loved. For him, it was too late to recover what he
had left behind and lost.

I have always hoped that when I take a wrong turn in life I will
quickly fall into a pit. Hopefully I will find out how foolish I am
before I have done too much damage, or gone so far astray that I
cannot find my way back. When things fall apart at my feet, I
mourn the trouble and suffering I have caused. But I will more
likely repent and start over on a far better path and have a happier
life as the consequence. Once more, the beatitude is true, and, in
a way, seldom thought of. The comfort comes in the present when
I repent, that is, wise up, and change now.

Whatever interpretation is correct, it is clear that Christ gave
this beatitude for our benefit or blessing. This beatitude is a gift of
God’s love.
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The Meek

ONE OF THE beatitudes that seems most contradicted by the reality
of this earth is, “Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the
earth.”(Matthew 5:5)

It is obvious to anyone that the strong and often the ruthless
are in the positions of power on this earth. It looks clearly as if the
fulfillment of this beatitude must be in the future. It is even implied
by the use of the words “shall” and “inherit.”

Still, I am claiming that the beatitudes were given to help us
now. Of course, the message of this beatitude brings comfort to
people now, even if its fulfillment is in the future. Seeing how the
power and privileges of this world often go to those who grab
what they can get, stepping on the heads of others along the way,
the meek can look for a future day when justice will be done. Then
the meek will get the chance to receive their fair share; or even the
whole earth.

I was discussing the beatitudes with someone recently, and
they said that they had often heard the beatitudes read; but never
preached on. Perhaps this is because the message is seen as a
comfort; but, since the fulfillment is in the future, they see no
particular relevance for this life.

I have challenged myself to find the fulfillment in the present
for the beatitudes. So I will look for how the meek inherit the
earth in this present life.

One thing most scholars agree on is that the word translated
“meek” does not mean “weak.” As I thought of the word “meek,”
“humble” came to mind: or thoughts like “quiet” and “accepting.” I
began to see similarities to the words “poor in spirit. ”In fact, some
early manuscripts put this beatitude right after the one about “poor
in spirit.” Apparently they also saw a similarity.

Who, then, are the meek? The meek are not aggressive. They
concentrate on their duties rather than their rights. They quietly
seek and follow the will of God. They have a silent strength that
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might be misinterpreted as weakness. They are content with their
lives and see no need to contend with others. If others push them,
they step aside to preserve the peace, because they are not needy
like the pushers of the world.

Still, the meek are clearly not the kind of people that are in
control of this world, nor will they fight to wrest control from
others. So how can this beatitude be fulfilled in the present?

Let us look at two types of people again, from another
perspective.  The aggressive people fuss and fume. They shove
and grab to get what they want on this earth. The meek simply
accept and enjoy what they have been given.

James 3:13 says, “Who is wise and understanding among you?
By his good life let him show his works in the meekness of wisdom.”

The meek, in their wisdom, are already enjoying God’s
blessings, instead of fighting to get more. The fighters have no
peace, never get all they want and are not satisfied. They may
have power and have legal ownership on paper of many of the
physical things on this earth; yet they do not feel that they have
inherited the earth.

The meek, on the other hand, may realize that you cannot
really possess or own anything on this earth. So they find fulfillment
like a little child in the wild flowers or the sunshine; that is, without
requiring any exclusive claim to the flowers or the sunshine.

In a sense, every child inherits the earth. There is a time, before
they know about private ownership, in which they assume that
everything belongs to them. Watch how a child explores
everything within its reach without ever asking permission. Notice
how a child can become absorbed in the simplest of things and
experience great bliss, although at that age he really owns nothing
and is completely at the mercy of the people around him.

Such contentment is not found in the positions of power in
this world. Everyone has inherited the earth, but some try to claim
parts of it exclusively for themselves. This goes against nature and
God’s intent. Perhaps the Indians were right in claiming they could
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not sell their land, for it was given to them by God. They would
share it, but they would not sell it. The meek enjoy what is within
their grasp, and do not covet or fight for what has not been granted
to them.

What has been granted is a gift or an inheritance from God,
and is to be used not for one’s exclusive right or pleasure, but is to
be shared with others to serve God’s purposes.

The illustration of public lands occurs to me, or all of the public
facilities in America. People are always clamoring for lower taxes
so they can buy more things for their exclusive possession, at the
expense of the parks and libraries and subways and even water,
plumbing, police or fire protection.

Perhaps the folly of this is most evident in the area of clean
air. People want to do away with clean air regulations, so they can
have more money for themselves. But they have all inherited the
same air, and they have to share it, whether they like it or not.
There is not yet any private ownership of the air. If they pollute
someone else’s air, they pollute their own. The air jumps over
boundaries and private property lines. So if they do not take care
of the common good, they all suffer together. If the rich and
powerful think that they will be able to own their own private air,
their folly is evident. All their grasping for more money and power
so they can gain exclusive ownership of the world is madness.

The Indians lived here at least ten thousand years before the
white man came. At the coming of the white man, this country
was as pure and bountiful as the first day the Indians came here.
The Indians could have lived here forever, using, sharing and always
nurturing the resources of this land. The white man has lived here
less than five hundred years and he has already depleted and
polluted the land, so his days here may be very limited.

The land has been raped and pillaged for personal gain. The
greedy and aggressive have taken what they wanted and they will
not inherit a good and bountiful earth, but ecological disaster and
devastation. For money, they have destroyed the inheritance.
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The Indian prophesy may come to pass, which says that if
you take more than you need, you will someday find the earth
barren, so even your needs will not be met. Those who try to
grasp the earth for themselves will not inherit the earth. They will
destroy the earth in their greed. Yet even when they have the
most, they will never feel they have enough. What they grasp will
slip through their fingers like the dust of the earth they have
despoiled and depleted.

Happiness and the real sense of having inherited the earth
belong to the meek. Meekness is a sign of happiness and
contentment. The meek do not need to push others off the earth
to enjoy it. One of the reasons they do not need to push is that, far
from being weak, they are the strong. Meekness is a sign of
strength, as well as happiness and contentment. The meek, who
are really strong, have no need to push or shove or fight or kill.
Violence is the tool of the insecure. Who was really stronger than
Jesus, yet Jesus was meek. .

When Jesus would not speak in his own defense, Pilate said to
Him, “’Do you not know that I have power to release you, and power
to crucify you?’ Jesus answered him, ‘You would have no power over
me unless it had been given you from above.’”(John 19:10-11)

The earth is the Lord’s and always will be. He has no need to
fight for ownership. He shares it with everyone, and when He
came to this earth, His power was shown in meekness. It is the
insecure and unhappy people who must fight, trying to get more
than their share of the inheritance.

Even on this earth, people fight over the inheritance from their
earthly parents. There is no joy or gain in such fighting.

I was told that my ancestors were quite wealthy back in the
1800s. When those wealthy parents died, the children fought so
much over their inheritances that the lawyers ended up with all
the money.

In this nuclear age, people may fight over the earth until there
is nothing left.
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God knows we must learn to share the earth that we have
inherited from Him. It is for our own good that Jesus says, “Blessed
are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.”

Because God loves us, He has given us this beautiful and
bountiful earth. He is also trying to give us the guidance we need
to keep the earth beautiful and bountiful, and to live together,
sharing its benefits in peace. Here in the present he wants us to
enjoy His gift of love, which is this earth. When we realize all
this, we have no need to be anything other than meek.

Those Who Hunger and Thirst For Righteousness

THIS BEATITUDE SEEMS simpler than the last one. It says, “Blessed are
those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be
satisfied.”(Matthew 5:6)

It raises another question, however. Whenever we hear a word
like righteousness we might think “religious requirements” or
“demands of God.” I have been contending that God’s advice, i. e.,
commandments, is for our sake, not His. It will be my challenge to
show that to be true as I look at this hungering and thirsting for
righteousness.

The idea that righteousness is something we hunger and thirst
for, rather than something that is demanded of us, may hint at
how important this righteousness is to us, more so even than to
God. When we realize that this righteousness is really the best
thing for us, we will hunger and thirst for it, and we will be happier
or more blessed for it.

It is interesting that everyone seeks the “good” life. If only they
realized that it is found by being “good.”  So let’s look at being “good.”

We would all like to be good, and we put some effort into it. But
we want a lot of other things also. We may find ourselves tempted
to twist the truth or hurt someone by pushing to get something we
want. Sometimes we choose the good, and sometimes we go for
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something that seems more important. We operate from mixed
motives and, if we are honest, we know and admit that.

If we are honest, we also know the guilt we feel when we
know that we have chosen our own desires over what we feel is
really right. The sense that we did not do what we should have,
detracts from the pleasure of getting what we wanted. Even if our
waywardness seems to succeed, we are a little uncomfortable. If
we betray our principles and we do not succeed in getting the goal
we pursued, our remorse is without relief. If our betrayal blows up
in our face, we are defenseless.

On the other hand, the person who really does what he feels
is right can look failure straight in the face, because he knows he
did his best. His defense is his integrity, and his stable platform is
the principle he based his actions on. Even if he is proven wrong,
he knows he acted with the best intentions and only went astray
in ignorance. Herein lies much of the happiness or blessedness of
the person who hungers and thirsts after righteousness. He can
look himself in the face in the mirror in the morning, and he can
face others, knowing that he tried his best.

Many successes and failures will come to each of us in life. But
we cannot enjoy our successes fully unless we acted with integrity,
and we cannot face our failures if we betrayed our principles. No
matter what we do or say, some will praise us and some will criticize
us for it. But we will not be able to accept the praise and feel good
about it if, in our heart, we feel our actions were base and deceptive.
If, on the other hand, we feel that we acted on noble motives,
even the harshest criticism will bounce off without a mark.

But who has such pure motives, such singular intentions? As I
said, we are all a bundle of mixed motives and conflicting desires.
Certainly, we would be happier if we could achieve such singular
strength of purpose that we would no longer be tormented and
torn apart by conflicting feelings and temptations.

Paul speaks of this very problem in Romans 7:21-24, saying,
“So I find it to be a law that when I want to do right, evil lies close
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at hand. For I delight in the law of God, in my inmost self, but I
see in my members another law at war with the law of my mind
and making me captive to the law of sin which dwells in my
members. Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this
body of death? “

Surely if we could be free of these tensions because we so
intensely want to be righteous, we would be blessed. Perhaps Christ
gave this beatitude to show us the reason for such pure purpose.

When Christ speaks of those who hunger and thirst after
righteousness, He uses words which may be stronger than we can
comprehend. In this affluent land we do not understand the hunger
of the poor people of Palestine to whom Jesus spoke, where on
the best of days they had barely enough to eat. Many times they
might go for days without having anything to eat. Hunger was an
everyday feeling, not an occasional pang. Thirst, working under
the hot Mideast sun, could also be unbearable. A man might be on
a journey and, in the midst of it, the hot wind would bring a
sandstorm. There was nothing for him to do but wrap in his cape
and turn his back to the wind and wait. Meanwhile, the swirling
sand filled his nostrils and his throat until he was ready to suffocate
for breath, and until he was parched with an unbelievable thirst.

There were no mixed motives in such a moment. Water
dominated the thirsty mind, and one would pay any price for it.
Such single-mindedness is practically unknown in our comfortable
lives. Yet such a single-minded desire for righteousness is what
Christ speaks of here. Nor is the hunger and thirst He speaks of an
occasional feeling. It is a constant daily drive.

Suffering can bring great singleness of mind and purpose. It
can dominate and obsess the mind. I have found such a hunger
and thirst for righteousness growing in me more each year, as I
realize how I have suffered, and how I have caused others to suffer
by my foolish straying from God’s will. I am far from perfect and
will never be perfect on this earth. Yet how I wish that I had been
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perfect, that I could be perfect. Then so much suffering and grief
would be avoided.

As I get older, I see ever more the suffering that could be
avoided if we would only love and care for each other as God
intends. Then the ache in my heart grows; an ache that wishes for
God’s loving will to prevail in my life and the lives of others.

In my youth, it seemed that God demanded so much of me,
but now I see the truth. It is not God who demands this precious
righteousness. It is my very heart and soul that desires, indeed,
demands it of me. How the suffering that my folly has caused
grieves me. How much my probable future foolishness frightens
me. The suffering I have caused is multiplied by the suffering caused
by all the people on this earth, and it is more than my heart can
bear.

Oh how much I agree with Paul in Ephesians 5:15-16, where
he says, “Look carefully then how you walk, not as unwise men
but as wise, making the most of the time, because the days are
evil. Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the will of
the Lord is.”

The beatitude is true. As I feel that single-minded desire for
righteousness, a sense of satisfaction, a good feeling flows in.
Maybe I have had mixed motives in the past, but now I will seek
only the right path. I feel strong, as if I can resist any temptation.
I know that as long as I really desire only that goodness, I will be
able to ward off all temptation. There is almost a feeling of
invincibility, as if I can, with integrity, stand up to anything life
throws at me. The feeling is wonderful, full of love and beauty.

It is truly a blessing. We can look into our own hearts. In our
hearts we know, if we really look, that we are not satisfied with
less than the best. God also knows this. After all, He made us. He
knows the key to our fulfillment, the answer to the malaise that so
often overcomes us. He knows the answer is to strive with
singleness of mind and with every fiber of our being to be the best
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person we can be. He also knows how easy it will be to become
selfish in our desire to find happiness, and how that selfishness
will tempt us to leave integrity behind in the pursuit of other things
that we think will bring fulfillment.

God knows that He has put one true hunger within us, and
that is for righteousness. Nothing else will truly satisfy us. We are
blessed when we finally realize this and pursue it with our whole
being. That is why God tells us that it is in single-mindedly
hungering and thirsting after righteousness that we will be truly
satisfied. If we really understand and believe in the extreme
importance of pursuing righteousness, it is important that we find
a way of achieving that goal as far as possible right now, in this
life.

In thinking about the goal of finding and following the good or
Godly life, I have some ideas. It is not unusual for us to ask ourselves
in the morning what we will do with that day. That is a good time to
renew a daily pledge to do what seems right or righteous. During
the day, we face many decisions and temptations. As we review our
options, we should look for the right decision, which is the righteous
one. We need, in other words, to focus our mind increasingly each
day on righteousness as the goal of every decision. It will not come
in a day or a week or even in a year, but it will gradually become
habit to make morality the dominant motive in our life. From this
will grow peace of mind and strength of character, and a satisfaction
that is more secure and fulfilling then any other goal we might have
pursued, even if we achieved it.

Of course, we will always fall short of the mark, but a goal,
once achieved, loses its glamour and its meaning, anyway. We
need a goal that will never really be reached, so it will always draw
us onward, but one that also brings satisfaction each step of the
way. Knowing that we will always fail to perfectly fulfill God’s
will, should make us more understanding and accepting of everyone
else, since we all fail in even our best efforts.

Christ says nothing about achieving perfect righteousness in
this beatitude, only about earnestly and honestly desiring it. If we
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really desire it, we will try our very best. Then we will find
satisfaction, even though we miss the mark somewhat. This is
because the heart and soul, as well as the goal, of righteousness is
love. Love, although never perfectly found on this earth, is
beautiful, even in imperfection. Love is not a narrow, puritanical,
icy righteousness, but bountiful, soft and beautiful. Love causes
life to blossom with warmth and beauty. Love is not a harsh and
demanding requirement, but an alluring and fulfilling feeling, which
woos us and wins us. It is the outgrowth and outpouring of our
deepest heart and soul. It is a hunger and thirst that is in each of
us. It is only when our efforts to satisfy that most basic need for
love are frustrated that we turn to other things to try to fill the
emptiness.

So when we question ourselves, “What is the right thing to
do? “ perhaps it would be better phrased, “What is the loving thing
to do? “ or even, “What is the loveliest thing to do? “

Righteousness, in the narrow negative sense that many see,
tries to avoid doing anything wrong. Righteousness, in the true
sense of love, is always looking for ways to extend itself and its
love to help others, even those people some would call unworthy.
If righteousness does not add beauty and satisfaction to life, even
though imperfectly achieved, perhaps it is because it is that
negative, narrow misunderstanding of righteousness. We need to
pursue the positive, real righteousness which flows from the pure
love of the heart, and satisfies the deepest needs of the soul. Truly
that is something to hunger and thirst for, and it will surely bring
satisfaction and an abundant life.

The Merciful

“BLESSED ARE THE merciful, for they shall obtain mercy.”(Matthew
5:7)

This beatitude poses problems for me as I try to say that everyone
will be saved, since that means everyone will obtain mercy.
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Some might say that this beatitude implies that only the
merciful will obtain mercy. If that is true, some will not obtain
mercy, and thus they will not be saved. Of course, I can say that to
state the positive does not make the negative true. This verse does
not say that anyone will not obtain mercy, thus that negative is
not proven. However, if I say that everyone obtains mercy, is this
beatitude useless? Why should anyone try to understand or follow
this beatitude if everyone is going to obtain mercy anyway? Here,
especially, we have to show that the beatitudes are speaking
definitely about present fulfillment. The merciful will obtain mercy
in the present. My statement that everyone will be saved means
that in the future, in the end, everyone will obtain mercy. As I
have stated before, God’s first act of love is to assure us of our
ultimate salvation, which is for everyone.

He also, as a second act of love, tries to show us the best way
to live our life in the present, so we might have the most fulfilling
life now. This beatitude is trying to show us the way to obtain
God’s mercy now, so we can enjoy it in this life, being then spared
much worry and unhappiness on this earth.

Am I saying that God only gives His mercy to some people
now? Why would He be so selective now and so free with His
mercy and salvation later? Such a God sounds a little cruel. So you
see, this beatitude poses many questions.

Mercy has several meanings, and the first I will examine is
“forgiveness.” There are some scriptures hinting that if we do not
forgive, we will not be forgiven.

Jesus, later in the Sermon on the Mount, says, “For if you forgive
men their trespasses, your heavenly Father also will forgive you;
but if you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your
Father forgive your trespasses.”(Matthew 6:14-15)

This sounds very threatening, and I have been trying to show
a God who is kind and loving, not angry and demanding. I don’t
believe that God will withhold forgiveness from anyone, either in
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the present or the future. But how can this be true? The scriptures
clearly state that those who do not forgive will not be forgiven.

God is really trying to tell us about reality. The reality is that
forgiveness may be given, but to be received it must be believed.
God may be merciful to everyone. But only if we believe in His
mercy now, will we feel, and in that sense obtain, His mercy now.
I am not splitting hairs, but speaking of psychological realities. If
we believe that some people or some actions will not be forgiven,
are not forgivable, then we cannot believe deep inside that we are
forgiven. This is true no matter how much we think we are better
or different from others. If forgiveness is in doubt for anyone, it is
in doubt for us. We may suppress those doubts. We may rationalize
our faults or say they are forgiven, while condemning the faults of
others as unforgiven. Still, deep inside, this places our own
forgiveness and salvation in doubt. Our sense of God’s mercy is
determined by our own sense of mercy. If we cannot accept others,
we cannot accept ourselves. Deep inside, we realize the truth that
we are not any better than others.

Walt Whitman realized this and expressed it in his poem “Song
of Myself,” as he wrote, “In all people I see myself, none more and
not one barley-corn less.”

Thus, until we learn to love and forgive others, we will not
really love and forgive ourselves, nor will we be able to feel or
believe in God’s forgiveness for us.

Many evangelical Christians claim that they know they are
saved. They go about proclaiming their salvation and trying to
save others who, they are equally sure, are lost. They are always
proclaiming their salvation and presenting their path as the only
way to salvation. With all their talk and concern for salvation, I
think they protest too much. They are really unsure of their
salvation and their supposed truth. Consequently, they must
convince others they are right, in order to continually convince
themselves. If you disagree with them, you are a threat to their
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certainty, which is not very certain at all. It is no wonder they are
so zealous; their own repressed doubts are dogging them.

This beatitude is trying to tell us the way to really obtain that
certainty of God’s mercy. The key to receiving that assurance of
God’s mercy is to have mercy on everyone else. If we find it in our
heart to forgive others, then God’s forgiveness becomes believable,
thus receivable. Only if we learn to understand and forgive every
fault will we feel that every fault in us is likewise forgiven by God.
God never withholds His love, forgiveness, acceptance or mercy
from anyone. When we truly understand, and find ourselves willing
to love, forgive and accept others, we will be able to truly believe,
feel and thus obtain God’s mercy. Then finally we can forgive
ourselves.

The idea of forgiveness is certainly contained in this beatitude,
but William Barclay looks even deeper into its meaning. The New
Testament was written in Greek, but Jesus spoke Aramaic, which
is similar to Hebrew. So we need to go back to the Aramaic word
Jesus probably used to express the concept of mercy. Although
this word is untranslatable, Barclay sees it as far deeper than mere
sympathy. It is more like identifying with a person so completely
that we feel that person’s feelings as if they were our own. It also
means to see things like that person and even think like them 3

To be merciful in this sense is to feel in perfect harmony with
the other person. Sometimes it is sad, if the other person is sad,
and sometimes it is happy, if he is happy. When we really feel
what it is like to be that person, forgiveness is easier. How can we
help but be merciful, when we understand so completely?

The French have a proverb that says, “To know all is to forgive
all.” This understanding is also necessary when we look at parts of
ourselves, if we are to believe ourselves worthy of mercy. Such
understanding breeds compassion for parts of ourselves and others
that we would otherwise condemn.

So if you have difficulty forgiving others, the route to that
forgiveness is understanding, in the very deep sense of
identification. Such full understanding takes great time and effort,
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but it is worth it. If you do manage that union of yourself with
others, you will find their hearts filling up yours. You will find
your heart growing not only fuller, but also richer. You will find
yourself drawn to them with compassion. Your heart will bleed
with their sadness, and rejoice with their joy. Whether it is joy or
sadness that is evoked, it is a beautiful thing to care about another,
even if he does not know it and cannot respond. You will find
yourself finally able to accept and love yourself completely only
when you have accepted and loved others equally. As you learn to
love others and thus yourself, even so you will obtain the assurance
that God also loves all others and yourself even more than you
have learned to do.

Far from being only true in the future, this beatitude is really
strictly true only in the present. After death, we will all face God
and find His mercy. Then we will finally believe and feel that we
are forgiven and saved. But God, in His love, wants us to feel and
enjoy the assurance of His mercy now also. Therefore, Christ came
to earth to help us believe and thus receive that feeling of
forgiveness now, on earth. However, to feel his mercy now, we
must feel mercy in our own hearts for others. Only in that way
will we know that such mercy is a possibility, and, in fact, a reality.
When we take the time to really understand others, as the Indians
said, “to walk a mile in their moccasins,” we will forgive.

Christ walked in our shoes, and he understands us completely
and forgives us completely. Blessed are we when, through being
merciful to others, we have found this mercy. In this beatitude,
Christ tries to show us and steer us into this beautiful path full of
mercy. Jesus’ advice here, as always, is for our sake, not His. It is a
good gift, not a demand or a requirement for salvation.

The Pure in Heart

“BLESSED ARE THE pure in heart, for they shall see God.”(Matthew
5:8)
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I have often said, “Only the pure in heart want to see God.”
When God has revealed himself to someone, it has often been

to give him an assignment he did not want. Consider Jeremiah.
He was not eager to be a prophet.  When God first called him to
be His prophet, Jeremiah said, “Ah, Lord God! Behold, I do not
know how to speak, for I am only a youth.”(Jeremiah 1:6) There
were many other times when he wished he had never seen God,
or heard His call.

Think of Moses hearing the call of God from the burning bush
to go to Egypt and bring out the people of Israel. Moses saw God
and God had a mission for him. Moses was not glad to see God.
Instead, Moses said, “Oh, my Lord, send, I pray, some other
person.”(Exodus 4:13)

The fact is that having God too close makes us a little nervous.
I know that we try to serve Him sometimes, but we also have
times when we want to do our own will. We might wonder if we
would have any life of our own if God were too close. We try to
please God, but mostly we want to please ourselves. To have God
hanging over our shoulder could make us more than a little nervous.
Deep in our heart, we know that we hide a lot from Him, from
other people, and from ourselves. We would be more than
embarrassed if that was all exposed, particularly to God.

When Christ came to this earth, people did see God, and they
crucified Him.

John 3:19 says, “And this is the judgement, that the light has
come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light,
because their deeds were evil.”

Why did they crucify Him? That is explained in the very next
verse, “For every one who does evil hates the light, and does not
come to the light, lest his deeds should be exposed.”(John 3:20)

Those who are not honest with God or themselves, fear being
exposed. It is only the pure in heart, that is, those who are not
hiding the truth or trying to deceive, who can come to God without
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fear. They have already admitted the truth and there is nothing
further to be exposed by the light.

Somehow, when we are not thinking about God, which is most
of the time, we forget that He sees us and knows us through and
through. Deep in our heart, we know there is no hiding from God,
but then we don’t look very deep into our hearts. Such deep
thinking is too revealing, too disturbing. Often we play the radio
or try to be constantly busy, so unwanted thoughts don’t pop into
our heads.

In this and many other ways, we avoid God and ourselves.
Thus we miss out on life, life as God intended it to be. We run
from life, even as we run from God and ourselves. When we do
not listen to God, when we avoid Him and ourselves, there is always
a sense of missing the mark. We sense that life is not what it was
meant to be. Still, we are afraid to ask what God wants us to do,
for fear it will be too difficult or dangerous. So we entertain
ourselves with small pleasures, and try to appease God with
occasional service. We do not realize that we are cheating ourselves
out of the beautiful and bountiful life that God intended for us.

We need to stop deceiving ourselves and look into our hearts
honestly, so we may become pure. We need to face God openly,
so we can see Him clearly and understand Him more completely.
You see, all our hiding is wasted because He sees right through us.
But worse than wasted, it is depriving us of seeing God as He
really is. In the midst of all our hiding, there is deep in our hearts
the desire that we could expose ourselves totally and find ourselves
completely accepted and loved just as we are.

What a beautiful wave of warmth and relief would wash over
us, and what peace and freedom we would feel. No more need to
run and hide, or to be afraid of being found out. It is a real blessing
to be able to finally face ourselves and accept ourselves. What
freedom and joy it will be to tear down the walls and dance in the
open unashamed. But that is exactly what God wishes to give to
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us. He comes to us with that limitless love and complete
acceptance, but because we cannot believe it, we run and hide.

When we have faced up to ourselves and God, we become
pure in heart, and we see God as He really is. We feel His love and
acceptance and have no more need to hide. Then we are truly
blessed.

But that is only the beginning. When we have discovered that
God is love, we know that He has much more in store for us. We
know that His will is what is best for us, because we trust His love
for us. Now we seriously seek out His will for our lives. We stop
keeping busy, or playing the radio to avoid the thoughts that come
into our heads. Instead, we spend our time seeking out the deepest
thoughts and feelings. Those thoughts and feelings will guide us
to the deepest treasures and the richest life.

We are tempted to avoid the difficult paths, but when we take
them, we are always glad we did, for the rewards are worth the
risks. If we are wise and understand God, we know that the richest
life will be found not in getting, but in giving. If we are really
willing to do God’s will, He will reveal it to us.

There are many who spend time and effort looking for God
and claiming that they want to see Him. But if they are not honest
with themselves, if their hearts are not pure, they will pretend
they have not heard Him, so cleverly, in fact, that they will not
consciously hear Him.

We often only pretend to seek God, and we believe our own
pretense. We seek a god who will serve us in our own short-sighted
and self-centered ways. We will never find that god because he
doesn’t exist. The true God knows what is best for us, and it is not
always to get our own foolish way. God has a bigger and a better
plan, but in our ignorance we cannot see the wisdom of His plan.
We think that getting our own way is best for us. We do not realize
that it is our individual plans clashing with each other that result
in the chaos and fighting which mess up our world.
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God’s plan would unite everyone in peace and love. But we are
often too frustrated with the failure of our own personal plans to
see or realize that. We want our dreams fulfilled, and we have
little time for God’s plan. In our preoccupation with finding a god
who will do our will, we do not see the God who tries to show us
His gracious will, which is the best path. So we all deceive
ourselves, and thus we cheat ourselves. God does not deceive or
cheat anyone, nor does He hide from anyone. He is right there, if
we would open our eyes and look.

Paul says in Romans 1:19, 21-22, “For what can be known
about God is plain…Although they knew God they did not honor
him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their
thinking and their senseless minds were darkened. Claiming to be
wise, they became fools.”

It is for our own sakes that we must expose the lies we have
told ourselves and find the truth. We must examine our hearts and
purify them, so we can receive the love and guidance that God so
earnestly desires to give us. It is a long, difficult and never ending
process. However, it is well worth the effort, for we will more
fully feel God’s love and acceptance, feeling at peace with ourselves
at last. We will also benefit from the wisdom of finding and
following God’s will.

Then Christ’s purpose will be fulfilled in us, for he said, “I
came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.”(John 10:10)

When we have really seen God and know that He loves and
will save everyone, there is no need to hide. Therefore, we can
come to God and ourselves honestly, to start seeking and living
the best life. The abundant life is found only by following the will
of God.

As long as we teach people to fear God, they will only deceive
themselves, thinking they are deceiving Him. Because of fear, they
will remain lost, not to God’s loving and redemptive grace, but to
His loving and wise guidance for this life. This beatitude was clearly
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meant to benefit us in this life. Everyone will see God eventually,
but the pure in heart will see Him now and benefit in the present
from feeling His love and receiving His helpful guidance for their
lives.

The Peacemakers

“BLESSED ARE THE peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of
God.”(Matthew 5:9)

When we look at this beatitude about peacemakers, we must
understand the Hebrew word for “peace,” which is Shalom. This
word and the Hebrew concept of peace do not mean merely the
absence of fighting or anxiety. Shalom is not a negative, restrictive
term or quality. Shalom means everything that makes for humanity’s
greatest harmony and well-being.

Shalom may start with inner peace, springing from a sense of
contentment and fulfillment. That good feeling should spread to
all one’s relationships, so they are harmonious and satisfying.
Indeed, Shalom refers to the ideal state of every relationship. It is
therefore something positive, abundant; to be sought, fostered, to
make, as in peacemaker.

Many people misunderstand religion as something that is
composed of “Thou Shalt Nots.” The idea in their minds is to avoid
all evil, to restrict their lives to some straight and narrow path. No
wonder such people are jealous of those who are more free and do
not follow that straight and narrow path, thus seeming to have a
happier, if evil, life. They feel such irreligious people deserve to
go to hell, because they have not paid their dues. The truth is that
negatively religious people do not really understand Christianity.
Christianity is not the avoidance of evil, but the striving for the
best and most bountiful life for all. There is no need to envy the
destructive lives of the immoral, for their pleasures are often short-
lived and end up disastrously.
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Looking at it in terms of peace, there are three types of people.
First, those who decide that they will fight for what they want,
not caring even to obey the narrowest sense of peace as absence
of conflict. Fighting is destructive, and they lead destructive lives,
bringing grief to others and eventually to themselves. The more
frantically they try to fight for what they want, the more they
reveal their desperation as they strive in vain for satisfaction.

Then there is the second group. They see peace merely as the
absence of fighting or anxiety. They may lead very empty, dull
lives. Too much peace in their negative sense can be boring.

Finally, there is the third group, who understand the true
meaning of peace as encompassed by the Hebrew word “Shalom.”
They try to do constructive, nurturing, beautiful things to make
life more fulfilling for everyone. They are busy, and have a sense
of purpose and accomplishment. Their lives are full of challenges
and excitement. Their hearts are full of love.

So take your choice. Would you prefer to lead a life that is
destructive and empty, or constructive and full? I presume you
would like the constructive, bountiful life of the third group, for
then you will be truly blessed and fulfilled.

I know that the days in which I feel that I have done something
to make life better for another are the days I go to bed happy and
satisfied. Unfortunately, there are too many days when I feel I
have accomplished nothing good, and I even fear that I have been
destructive. It is not easy to be a peacemaker, either on the
international scene or in interpersonal relationships. I will discuss
some ways we can try to be better peacemakers.

We might start by at least avoiding fighting. Perhaps we cannot
make people happy, but we can try not to make them more
miserable. If we realize that fighting will only hurt and not help,
we might eliminate it as one of our ways of dealing with others.
To help us eliminate fighting, we need to look at why we fight.
Perhaps we fight because we do not have something we want and
we think we can wrest it away from or out of someone else. Then
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we are like a child fighting over a toy. In our interpersonal
relationships, we should realize that even if we “win,” the hurt and
hostility created by the battle will prevent us from enjoying our
gains.

Perhaps we have been hurt. Taking revenge just hurts the other
person, without healing our hurt, and practically assures that they
will strike out to hurt us again.

Perhaps we feel threatened. So we threaten the other side. We
may think this will frighten them into submission, but they will
also feel threatened and increase their threat to us.

Both world wars were preceded by an arms race, on the
presumption that strength would bring peace. Instead, only threat
and distrust increased. As a result, weapons increased on both sides.
Eventually, like a boil, the arms buildup burst into war.

In interpersonal relationships, we only make worse enemies
by threatening or fighting with those who threaten us. Fighting
always makes situations worse, not better. It is not worthy of the
term “solution” to anything. We may be upset about many things
in our lives and the world, but be assured that fighting will create
more problems than it solves.

Now to proceed to the much more difficult task of making
peace in the positive sense of “Shalom,” as God intends. There can
be no peace, in that sense, unless there is justice and the opportunity
for everyone to have a full life.

In the 1960s, people deplored the riots in our inner city ghettos,
and condemned violence. What they did not see was the daily
violence perpetrated on the inhabitants of those ghettos, in the
form of discrimination, poverty and hopelessness. The riots solved
nothing, because fighting is never a solution. But there is no real
Shalom in the ghettos, even when there are no riots. Therefore,
we should not be satisfied just because people are quiet and not
responding violently to their daily degradation. If we are to be
peacemakers, we must try to bring justice, hope and opportunity
for a full life to everyone.
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The blessing in this beatitude is on peacemakers, not
necessarily peace lovers. When we are merely passive peace lovers,
we may choose to ignore an unjust situation, because speaking
out may cause dissention. Our refusal to intervene can allow the
situation to fester or get worse until it breaks out into violence. By
loving peace too much, or in the wrong way, we may allow peace
to be destroyed, because we did not act while there was still time.
That is the way it is when we let injustice and poverty continue.
The anger and despair will someday explode. Then it may be too
late to make peace. An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of
cure. That old saying really applies in this case.

But how do we bring about change without being violent?
Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr.  are two great examples of
how to effect nonviolent change. They did not raise up their hands
against anyone, yet their refusal to submit to injustice accomplished
their goals. They resisted the oppressive system in ways that made
the injustice visible.

Usually people submit quietly to the system, in fear of the
consequences of resisting. This allows the deprivation to continue
silently. When the nonviolent protests begin, it forces the hand of
the oppressors. The violence that is part of the system, but not noticed
by the outside world, is increased to suppress the protest. When the
violence of the system becomes more intense and widespread, it
becomes more visible. The protestors may suffer more than before,
but if they remain peaceful, sympathy begins to build for their cause.
The violence of the oppressors is condemned and pressure to change
the whole unjust system eventually brings about change.

Contrast that with the attempt to force the oppressors to
change through violence by the oppressed. The violence by the
oppressed increases the repression by the more powerful
oppressors, who now claim the right of self-defense and proclaim
justice on their side. The oppressed earn condemnation rather than
sympathy, and no one prevents their destruction. Revenge breeds
revenge and the cycle of violence is harder to break.
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Even if violent revolution succeeds in overthrowing the
oppressor, it is the violent ones who win. They usually become
dictators and use the same violent tactics to maintain their power
that they used to acquire it. After all, it is their nature to use violence
to get their way.

Of course, I do not want to forget the greatest nonviolent
force for change who ever lived, which was Jesus Christ Himself.
Now some may say that the world is no better since Christ walked
this earth about 2000 years ago. I feel that it would be hard to
prove that. The world is so large and varied. How would you ever
know whether the world was better or not?

On the other hand, it would be easy to prove that some
individuals have been changed because Christ lived and taught
and died and rose again. Because of Christ, some people have been
more loving and have helped others on the path of life. Without
their love and compassion, the world would have been a worse
place. All the problems of the world are not gone, and they may
never be completely solved, but Christ did make a difference to
and through individuals. These changed people were more loving
and compassionate, because they knew and tried to follow Christ
and His teachings. He, more than any, was peaceful to the very
end. He, more than any other, was a peacemaker and a Son of
God.

Christ was not quiet. He expressed his feelings all too clearly
to the Pharisees and other powerful people around Him. He was
not violent, but He spoke the truth in the open, where neither the
truth nor the speaker could be ignored. He did not change the
whole world, but He did change some people around him, and
that was a beginning.

Likewise, we do not have to be quiet in interpersonal
relationships. Sometimes it is best not to just sit on our unhappiness,
thereby allowing it to fester until we explode one day and really
fight with those around us. We can state our needs and desires,
and we should listen sympathetically to the needs and desires of
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others. Silence is not always golden, or a sign of peace, as those
who have received the famous “Silent Treatment” know. We must
learn to talk and listen with love and sympathy, rather than
resentment and anger.

We cannot even meet the needs of those we love the most.
They cannot satisfy all our needs, either.  We can explore together
the sad truth that our needs and desires will never be totally met
on this earth.  And we can continue loving each other, while trying
to better meet the needs we can.

Therefore, we should try to understand each other and console
each other, instead of fighting and making life more miserable.
We need to make ourselves more vulnerable, rather than hiding
behind walls in loneliness or sniping at others. I think we will find
that in our vulnerability we will come closer to others. They may
open up their hearts in tenderness as they see that we are no
different than they are and how much we all need each other.
Beautiful, tender and loving relationships are one of the greatest
blessings of peacemakers. Let us try constructively to make peace,
to make life better and richer. We cannot do this when we fight;
only when we communicate and console, always in an atmosphere
of love.

If we learn to make peace in the full and positive sense, our
lives will be happier, more blessed, and we will be called sons of
God, which is the Greek phrase for being “like God.” Certainly
the highest goal in life is to be like God. There can be no doubt
that God’s life is the best and most beautiful. The closer we get to
God’s way, the better it will be for everyone. God wants us to be
like Him, not to please His whims, or to flatter His ego, but because
He knows it is the most beautiful and satisfying way to live and
feel. His will is always for what is best for each of us. If we really
come to understand and believe that, we might seek and follow
His will more eagerly. If we do that, we will be more like God and
our lives will be more blessed.
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Persecuted for Righteousness Sake

“BLESSED ARE THOSE who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for
theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”(Matthew 5:10)

Again we have a beatitude that seems like it can not possibly
be fulfilled in the present. How can persecution be a blessing, or
blessed? There are many truths in this beatitude, and in the longer
one following it in verses 11-12. I will examine some of them.

It seems in some ways to be an irrelevant saying in this land of
religious freedom. Persecution on the basis of religious beliefs and
actions seems foreign to our experience. In this so-called “Christian”
country, it is often assumed that the norms of the general society
are synonymous with Christian morality. There seem to be few
clashes between the two value systems. So we do not examine
what is asked of us, and thus we seldom feel called upon to
challenge it.

If we did ask more questions, we might find many subtle forms
of coercion or persecution, which would spring up when we
followed the will of God. On the job we may be asked to do
something that we do not think is right. Maybe no one threatens
to fire us, but we have a feeling, or a fear, that following our own
conscience, standing up to the boss, will affect our career in some
adverse way.

Preachers even feel this when they are writing their sermons.
They may be afraid to say some things.  I have struggled with this
on occasion myself.

The scripture that spoke to me then was Mark 8:36 where
Jesus says, “For what does it profit a man, to gain the whole world
and forfeit his life? “

Interestingly, this is a scripture which some may use as evidence
that not everyone is saved. Those who think that way feel that
this scripture is speaking of some future loss of soul, i. e. , salvation,
after they die. I say that this warning, and I purposely use the
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word warning rather than threat, is another example of God’s loving
advice that helps us find a better life in the present.

I do not see this scripture as a threat to my salvation in the
future. Instead, I see it as warning me about the loss of my integrity
in the present. If I kept my mouth shut to save my job, I could not
look into the mirror in the morning. If I have to go into the pulpit
every Sunday afraid that what I will say will endanger my job,
then I don’t want the job.

As they say, “A coward dies a thousand deaths, a brave man
dies but once.”

The person who chooses to follow his conscience finds more
courage each time he surmounts his fears. The person who begins
to let fear run his life will find that fears more and more dominate
his life. His choices determine whether his life is lived in integrity
or fear.  A person’s life can be run by his sense of what is right or it
can be run by fear. Happy is the person who overcomes fear and
lives a life of righteousness. Even if persecution is his lot, it is better
than the life of one dominated by fear.

The fearful person turns aside at the slightest hint of
persecution, and has trouble facing himself in the mirror. Is one of
the reasons people have not experienced persecution because they
have turned aside at the first hint of it; knuckled under at the
slightest threat?

But fear of persecution comes even if you have no boss to
threaten you. It comes outside the job. There is the fear of what
people will say or think if you do something. There are no
guarantees about what people will say or think. Some may think
well of you and some may condemn you for the very same thing.
Even if you never do anything, people may invent stories about
you to fill the void. No matter what you do or say, some people
will like you and some will reject you.

Therefore, it is very important that you do what you think is
right, so you, in your own integrity, can stand up to the inevitable
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criticism from some. Happy, or blessed, are you if you follow your
conscience when you are criticized. You can stand tall, and weather
the criticism through the strength of your convictions. But if you
betray yourself, you will be blown over by the slightest negative
sentiment.

If I have done something I am proud of, I do not worry who
knows or what they say. I wish all the world knew.

If I am a coward and do not follow my conscience, if I am
wrong in my own eyes, then I will live in fear of being found out.
I will feel guilty even if I receive praise. I will wish I could hide
from myself, but I will not be able to escape my own conscience.

We will all receive some criticism in life. We will also receive
other forms of persecution, subtle or otherwise. We should rejoice
if the criticism is unjust in our eyes, that is if we sincerely feel we
followed the will of God as we saw it, because our integrity will
shield us.

Peter put it this way in I Peter 3:14-17,”But even if you do
suffer for righteousness’ sake, you will be blessed. Have no fear of
them, nor be troubled, but in your hearts reverence Christ as Lord.
Always be prepared to make a defense to anyone who calls you to
account for the hope that is in you, yet do it with gentleness and
reverence; and keep your conscience clear, so that, when you are
abused, those who revile your good behavior in Christ may be put
to shame. For it is better to suffer for doing right, if that should be
God’s will, than for doing wrong.”

 Notice that the wording at the beginning of this quote from
Peter is similar to the beatitude. Also notice that, whereas you
may feel more anger when you are unjustly accused of something,
it is far better to be unjustly accused, than justly accused. If you
have really been wrong, you have no defense at all, even in your
own heart, and you will be destroyed. Therefore, whether in danger
of persecution or not, it is always best to follow your sense of
what is right or righteous.
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But what of persecution and the sacrifices sometimes exacted
from us for doing what we think is right? Surely no one would
welcome sacrifice or persecution. I don’t think anyone would
welcome such suffering, yet Christ, of his own free will, chose the
path of sacrifice and even death for us. Choosing does not mean
welcoming, but it is a far cry from running away.

As Christians we should not seek out persecution or
martyrdom, but neither should we run away when it threatens,
leaving our integrity behind. We might even choose to suffer
persecution we could have avoided if sufficient good would be
accomplished.

The path that leads to persecution may sometimes be the best
path. We see this in Christ’s choice. We know that to assure us of
our salvation and show us the way to a better life through his
teachings, Christ chose a path that He knew would result in His
persecution and death. I believe that Christ would always choose
the best path.

People frequently choose the path of sacrifice, whether it be
parents who choose to have children, or a Mother Teresa who
made the homeless children of Calcutta her own. There is
something meaningful about sacrificing, if it is chosen voluntarily
and for some greater good. Sacrificing for others is the highest
and most satisfying goal in life.

Life is not something we can hoard. It slips through our fingers
constantly, even as time does. Life is used up daily, no matter what
we do. The question is whether it is used for something or someone
worthy of the daily expenditure. Each day is spent. We must try to
spend each day wisely, if we are to be satisfied with our life. To
give our all, as Christ did, is perhaps the ultimate in giving, and
thus the ultimate in living.

Someone has said, “We must all die. Happy is the person who
can make even death count by dying for something or someone,
by accomplishing something even with his death.”
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This is also true of life. Happy is the person who makes life
count.  Although no one wants to endure persecution, persecution
somehow ennobles the effort. It elevates it in some way. It makes
the choices more courageous or cowardly. It is life at high pitch,
and hopefully for high purpose.

Studies have shown that as government regulation has made
the work place safer, people have pursued riskier hobbies, such as
hang gliding, racing, sky diving, etc. People seek thrills, excitement,
to give an edge to life. Risks are consequently taken and sometimes
suffering results.

Then the questions confront them, “Was that risk worth taking?
Why did I do it? “

 If the risk was taken in the pursuit of what was right, for the
welfare of others, according to our God’s loving will, then they
can more likely answer, “Yes, the risk was worth taking.” Then the
wound is a sign of noble sacrifice, rather than shame or foolishness.

So live your life without letting fear of what people will think
enslave you. Decide what you think is right and worth doing. If
there is risk, it may even add excitement to the endeavor. Walk
with integrity, and someday, when you look back, you will be glad
you walked as you did. Look to God for your guidance and follow
that guidance no matter what threatens.

You walk now on this earth. But if your eyes and your heart
and your actions are turned toward God, and you live in His service,
you are really a citizen in His kingdom. That is what the beatitude
means when it says of those who are persecuted for righteousness
sake, “for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”

If you serve the King, you are, in the truest sense, members of
His kingdom. This earth is not your real home, but only a pilgrim
path. You should act, even on this earth, as a citizen of the kingdom
of God, which is your true home. The world may threaten you
and persecute you, as it did Christ Himself, but your heart cannot
be overcome as long as it looks to God and knows that your real
and eternal home is the kingdom of heaven. If you understand,
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feel, and trust this truth, fear will not be able to sway you.
Persecution will only refine you, so you are more prepared for
your Lord.

As I grow older and my body begins, all too obviously, to
wear out, I realize ever more that I am not immortal on this earth.
My time to live and love is limited, and thus more precious.
Therefore, I try harder to do what is best with each day that I have
remaining. Life becomes richer the more I find and follow the
loving advice of my Father in heaven. The ultimate threat of this
world is death, and yet death is inevitable. Death I see ever more
as release, and a ticket home. It is no threat, but simply a spur to
make the most of the life I have left.

Jesus ends the beatitudes with the longest and most exuberant
beatitude, which is also about persecution, saying,”Blessed are you
when men revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil
against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your
reward is great in heaven, for so men persecuted the prophets who
were before you.”(Matthew 5:11-12)

Even on this earth, we give honor to those who take risks and
suffer in battle. Surely greater honor will come to those who take
risks and suffer in the service of their heavenly King. Perhaps the
greatest gift will be the feeling we have when we look back over
our life and see that we courageously followed our consciences.
The greater the price for following our consciences, the greater is
the glory. Fear not persecution. Fear, rather, failing to make the
most of life. Once more, Christ, in his teaching, is trying to show
us the way to make the most out of our lives on this earth. This
beatitude also, is a gift from God and a sign of His love for us.
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Chapter 6: Can Anger, Insult
and Condemnation be Overcome?

HAVE BEEN TRYING TO show that the law God gives is an act
of love meant to benefit us, not Him.  Showing that the

beatitudes were meant to be a blessing for us was simple once you
understood their spirit.  After all, each beatitude starts with the
word “Blessed.”

The passage I will examine in this chapter speaks of judgement
and even hell.  How does my view of a loving God who will not
punish or condemn us stand up to these threats?

Let’s look then at some of the difficult teachings of Christ in
the Sermon on the Mount.  He seems to make the Old Testament
law impossible to fulfill by urging people to fulfill the spirit of the
law, instead of just the letter.  Those who say that not everyone
will be saved, feeling that they will be but the undeserving will
not, often base the confidence for their own salvation on their
faithful fulfilling of the Old Testament commandments.  Can they
confidently say that they fulfill all that Christ makes of these laws?
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Anger

LET’S LOOK AT the commandment “You shall not kill.”  (Exodus
20:13)

Christ plunges deeper than the letter of the law to probe the
very spirit of it, saying, “You have heard that it was said to the men
of old, ‘You shall not kill; and whoever kills shall be liable to
judgement.’  But I say to you that every one who is angry with his
brother shall be liable to judgement.”  (Matthew 5:21-22a)

Most of us can say that we have not physically killed anyone,
but how many of us can say that we have never been angry?  We
might even be a little angry or resentful of God for laying down
such a difficult requirement.  It is hard enough trying to follow the
letter of the law.  Now Christ wants our lives to be free of malice.

Must God be so hard on us?  Such might be the thinking of
one who sees God and His commandments as hard, instead of
helpful.  I feel God’s commandments are gems of wisdom that, if
learned and mastered, can make our life better and more beautiful.
I think it is good for Christ to want us to have a life free of anger
and malice.

Of course, to be restrained from inflicting injury on someone
when we feel like it, is really a restriction that we might chafe
under.  If our heart wants revenge, it will have no peace until it
gets it.  But then anger will grow into bitterness and fester in our
heart, poisoning our soul and staining the beauty of our life.  God
is well aware of this, but He also knows the solution.  The solution
is not to take revenge, or to kill someone.  God knows the only
satisfactory solution is to root out the anger.  If we want to find
happiness again, we will not find it in anger or revenge.  To find
happiness again, we must learn to forgive and love the very person
we are angry at.

Think about it.  You cannot be happy and angry at the same
time.

Ralph Waldo Emerson once said, “For every minute you are
angry, you lose 60 seconds of happiness.”
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Revenge does not bring the sweetness imagined or the peace
that you seek from it.  When you are angry, you destroy your own
joy, and thus bring your own judgement upon yourself.  Christ,
out of love, tries to warn you that anger is as destructive as murder.

Next time you are angry, look into your heart, and see how it
has twisted your feelings so that you cannot feel love or happiness.
Do you like what you see?

No one wants to be angry.  Many people see their hot temper
correctly as a curse, and wish they could be rid of it.  The problem
is how to rid their lives of anger and malice, even after they realize
how ugly and destructive it is.  That will be a struggle to last their
whole lives, but which will make their lives more beautiful for
whatever progress they make.

I can only hint at solutions.  One has to do with seeing other
people in you and yourself in other people, so you realize how
fallible we all are.  Perhaps then you cannot be angry with them
any more than with yourself.  But that is still too much to ask, for
all too often you are angry with yourself.  You need to feel loved
and accepted, just as you are, by God and by some others you care
about on this earth.  If you feel God’s love and acceptance for you,
just as you are, maybe you can begin to love and accept yourself.
Then you might be able to love and accept others as they are.

We are all a mixed bag, and we must learn to accept both
good and evil from ourselves and others.  Perhaps if we fully realize
this, our expectations will conform more nearly to reality.  Then
we will not be so overwhelmed when things go badly.

When we have been hurt we might cry out, asking, “Why did
they do that?”

If we understand human fallibility and have accepted it, we
hardly need to ask that question, and we do not expect a satisfactory
answer.  There can be no satisfactory answer for suffering, no matter
how, or by whom, it is inflicted.  We must learn to deal with the
unpleasant occurrences of life, or they will overwhelm us and
deprive us of the joy of the beautiful parts of life.  We need to deal
with anger for our sake, not God’s.  It is not something difficult
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that He demands of us, but something difficult that we need to
seek to make our lives better.

When I analyze anger further, I find it to be a secondary
emotion.  It springs from primary emotions like hurt, fear or
unhappiness.  To really deal with anger we must figure out the
root cause.  We must examine what made us angry and why.  We
need to ask ourselves questions like the following: Has someone
caused us pain, either physical or emotional?  Has someone
threatened us and made us afraid?  Has someone prevented us
from getting something we feel we need to be happy?  Has someone
hurt or threatened or adversely affected someone we care about?
Always we must look behind the anger to the cause and the primary
emotion that is at the root.

If we have been hurt, I think we get angry because it seems to
block out the pain as we funnel our feelings into our rage.  It would
be better to feel the pain and perhaps cry.  It is important that we
realize and focus on the hurt, rather than turning it into anger and
forgetting the cause.  If we let anger take over, it rages on without
reason and often carries us beyond reason and control.  Such anger
burns and festers and takes over our life, poisoning and destroying
our joy with bitterness.  Even if we recognize this, we may still
feel justified in our anger and see no reason to do anything about
it, not realizing how adversely it is affecting our life.

You might say, “Why shouldn’t I be angry?  Wouldn’t you be
angry if someone hurt you?”

I would respond that I would hope not to be angry.  If I must
find a selfish reason not to be angry, it would be that I don’t like
pain.  As long as I am angry, the pain continues and increases.  For
example, I know people who are tormented by the possibility of
even seeing certain other people on the street, or meeting them at
some occasion, because they can not tolerate that person for one
reason or another. These people torment themselves because they
have not learned to understand and accept those other people.
They suffer needlessly when they cannot learn to love and accept
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others despite their faults.  The thought of the person who has
offended them gives them pain, and anger springs up worse than
at the first.  The only way to stop the hurt is to forgive and forget.

People may say, “I can forgive, but I can’t forget.”
That is usually a sign that they haven’t really forgiven.  They

are still nursing the wound and thus keeping the anger alive.
Maybe you can’t really forget.  But once you have forgiven,

the incident becomes of little consequence, and you seldom think
about it.  If you do think about it, the situation or the person does
not bother you anymore.  It becomes a past and no longer a present
pain.  This person may have caused you pain in the past, but you
cause yourself pain in the present by not forgiving.  You can perhaps
justly blame them for the pain in the past, but you can blame only
yourself for the present pain.  For your own sake you must learn to
deal with this anger and malice.  For your own sake, you must
learn to forgive.  How much beauty you would add to your life if
you learned to love the very people who now make you angry.
God does not threaten or punish you.  You punish yourself.  God
just tries to warn you that things like anger will cause you much
grief.

If we find that it is fear that has sparked our anger because
someone has threatened us or someone dear to us, we need to
look at that fear and threat.  Maybe we are not really in danger.  If
we are really in danger, the least appropriate and the least effective
way of dealing with the threat is to get angry.  When we get angry,
we lose control, and we do not think straight.  Then the person
who threatens us will find us an easier mark.  In all times of threat
and danger we must get our wits together and coolly deal with the
threat.  So we must cut our anger off at the pass, before it adversely
affects our thinking.  We must collect ourselves and deal with the
threat itself.  Anger is dangerous all by itself, and it makes any
other danger worse.

If we find that the root cause of our anger is because we did
not get our own way, we must examine our expectations.  It may
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be that our expectations are unrealistic.  If our expectations are
generally out of line, we will find ourselves getting angry often.
We might be an adult throwing a temper tantrum.  If we recognize
this, our anger may go away rather rapidly and we may feel a little
sheepish.  We might still be unhappy because we did not get what
we wanted, but we will have overcome our anger.  Then we can
look for other ways we can find some fulfillment and satisfaction.
Anger tends to keep us focused on the thing we did not get.  When
we are fixated on what can not be, we cannot move on to a more
constructive approach to our unhappiness.  If we feel that our
expectations are justified, I suggest that we look again.  We have
no right to expect, more or less demand, anything from anyone or
from the world in general.  If we look at the world in general, I
think we will see many who have so little that we will feel ashamed
of our dissatisfaction.  The good we receive from another should
always be recognized as a gift, not an obligation.  When we see
good things as free and spontaneous gifts of love, it fills our hearts
with joy.  When we have realistic expectations, our life is always
receiving wonderful surprises.  If our expectations are unrealistically
high, our days are full of disappointments.

If we are still in the grips of anger after examining and dealing
with our own feelings, we need to focus our mind on the person
who made us angry.  We need to examine why this other person
did or did not do the thing that is causing our anger.  This may
help to break our obsession with our own feelings, and thus lead
us out of our anger.  It may be that there is no real evidence of any
malice on their part.  It could have just been a thoughtless word or
deed.  It might have even been intended to help us.  If we realize
that they intended to help us, then we might focus on their
intentions rather than their actions.  This sense of their good
intentions may melt our anger. Do not attribute malice to others
unless it is proven.

What if it is obvious that they intended to hurt you?  Try to
imagine why they would do such a cruel thing.  Perhaps you were
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threatening something important to them.  Dogs are known as
man’s best friend.  Yet I have often heard that you should never
disturb a dog when it is eating.  A dog may even turn against its
best friend if something as important as its food seems threatened.
People can also feel threatened and turn against their best friend
or someone they love very much.

In marriage, there is a very loving relationship that is often
disturbed by strong disagreements over seemingly little things.
This is a sign of how important each person is to the other, and
thus how important each thought or word or deed is to the spouse.
If one person is very important to another, it is much easier for
that individual to disturb the one who cares so much for them.
Thus many strong emotions are expressed in the closest and most
loving relationships.

Sometimes people are so unhappy that they are filled with
bitterness, and it overflows on anyone who comes along.  They
really cannot help themselves.

An oriental sage once illustrated the reality that we are caught
in the current of life and are not as free as we might suppose. He
said, “If you are in a boat crossing a river, and an empty boat drifting
in the current collides with you, you do not get angry at that boat.
But if the boat which hits your boat has a person in it, you get
angry at that person.”

We imagine that people are in complete control of themselves,
and thus we hold them responsible for what they do.  Then we
feel completely justified in our anger toward them for hurting us.
The truth is that people are never in complete control, and they
may be as helpless in the powerful currents of life as the empty
boat.  In their sorrow, they often strike out blindly and wildly at
anything or anyone.  If you sense that, you might feel sympathy
replacing your anger.  The best way to deal with anger is always
to turn it into concern and hopefully love for the person who made
us angry.  This can only be done if we take the time to understand
the other person and their problems and sorrows.
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The hardest person to forgive is the one who is habitually
mean, and even seems to take pleasure in lording it over people
and hurting them.  The person who is often or seemingly always
cruel to us, appears to have no redeeming virtues, nothing to care
about.  Really, that is the one who is most to be pitied.  He has
long since given up on warm and tender feelings and pleasures, if
he ever knew about them at all.  He lives in a lonely and cold,
cruel world, which he mirrors all too well in his own character and
actions.  Such a person may hurt and threaten you often.  But he,
himself, has no light or love in his life.

You, at least, have some people who love you and help heal
your hurts, or protect you against threats.  There is warmth and
goodness in your life, which makes his cruelty seem all the more
outrageous.  However, that cruel soul lives in such a cold, cruel
world that his cruelty doesn’t seem out of line to him.  He sees it as
the way the game must be played in the real world, where he
believes there is no love and no giving of quarter.  He probably
sneers in derision at the sentimental fools who believe that love
and kindness are worth anything.

That individual does not get me angry, because I feel sorrier
for him than for any of the others.  I am not the one to be pitied
when he strikes out at me; rather he is the one who needs the
sympathy.  I feel sad around such a person.  I also feel pain around
such a person, but the pain and sorrow I feel is as much or more
for him, as it is for those he strikes out at.  My anger melts when I
look into his heart and see how sad and empty his life is.  So if I
understand even the worst people, I cannot stay angry at them.
Love and compassion will fill my heart, displacing my anger.

A heart full of love and compassion is always better and more
beautiful than a heart full of anger.  For this reason, Christ warns
us about how deadly anger can be.  The judgement that He speaks
of is not something that God puts on us or anything that God
would want to befall us.  That judgement is something we burden
ourselves with when we are angry and allow bitterness to invade
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our hearts, driving out the love and beauty that God wishes for us.
The judgement falls on us when we judge others, for there is always
an element of judgement when we are angry.  We judge the other
person in some way to justify our anger, but we inject poison into
our own hearts when we let anger take over.  The judgement that
Christ speaks of is not a threat.  It is a warning, given out of love,
to spare us the agony of anger.  Because He loves us, God must
warn us how dangerous anger is, so His warnings are also gifts of
His love.

“Mad” is a word that refers to being angry.  Mad is also a word
which refers to being crazy.

  The Roman poet Horace said, “Anger is a short madness.”
God wants us to come to our senses so we can enjoy a sane

and satisfying life.  To do this we must overcome our anger.

Insult

WHEN WE ARE angry, we inflict suffering upon ourselves.  If it is sad
that we inflict such suffering upon ourselves, it is worse when we
also strike out at others by insulting them.

Christ points this out by saying, “Whoever insults his brother
shall be liable to the council,” (Matthew 5:22b)

We must go into the background to understand what is being
said here.  The judgement referred to for anger and killing was
before the village elders.  The council for insults is the Sanhedrin,
which is the highest court of the land.  We do not need to fear any
punishment from God in the warnings that Jesus gives us in these
verses.  He is really warning us about the pain and suffering we
inflict on ourselves and each other, when we allow ourselves to be
angry, and worse yet, to reach out and insult others.

It is bad enough to poison ourselves with our anger and
bitterness, thereby destroying our own happiness.  It is worse,
Christ tries to point out, when we insult others, thus injecting our
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venom into them and threatening their joy.  With words and insults,
we inflict wounds on them that hurt more deeply and permanently
than physical injuries.  While killing is usually condemned in
civilized society, it is sometimes condoned and encouraged, as in
war.  Torture is deplored and condemned at all times, even in war.
It is considered inhuman and inexcusable.  Yet what torture we
can cause with words.  Sometimes those wounds never heal.  Better
to send someone quickly into the arms of his loving Lord, than to
inflict such lingering torture, and condemn him to live with the
pain for the rest of his life.

We have all said such things.  I do not say this to make us feel
guilty.  Instead, I think of the things I have said, and the pain I
have caused.  The remorse I feel prevents me from feeling superior
to the worst of murderers.  I cannot despise another without
despising myself more.  I can not condemn another without
condemning myself.  I thank God that He does not condemn me
or any other, and I hope I will have the wisdom to accept everyone
as God does.

Walt Whitman expressed such sentiments in his poem “Song
of Myself.”

“What blurt is this about virtue and about vice?  Evil propels
me and reform of evil propels me, I stand indifferent, my gait is no
fault-finder’s or rejecter’s gait, I moisten the roots of all that has
grown.”

Hopefully, we will see that we all stand equal, although we
express our equality in different ways and through our unique
characters.  I feel a great warmth and closeness in recognizing
that I am no better than anyone else.  It is a great relief not to have
to try to be better than others, especially since this is impossible
for anyone.

Yet all too often false pride and self-righteousness lead to a
sense of imagined superiority, which causes us to look down on
others with contempt, thus insulting them.  When we insult others,
we imply that they are inferior to us, and this is quite untrue.  It is
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a shaky subterfuge to try to fool ourselves and others into believing
in our nonexistent superiority.

Such supposed superiority is as ridiculous, but not as funny as
a camper who joked, “Last year I was conceited, but this year I am
perfect.”

I imagine it takes a lot of insults to make it appear that others
are beneath us.  The word translated “insult” is raca, which means
to despise another with arrogant contempt.

William Barclay tells a rabbinic tale of a Rabbi named Simon
ben Eleazer.  Returning from the house of his teacher, Simon was
feeling quite proud of his knowledge and understanding and
goodness.  A very ugly man greeted him.  In return, Simon told
the man how ugly he was.  Then he asked the man if all the men in
his village were that ugly.  The man told him to ask God, who
created him, how ugly His creation is.1

We are all creatures of that same God.  Whenever we despise
another, we despise ourselves, and we insult God our Creator.
Whatever pretense we have chosen to pretend we are better than
others is false.

You may feel that you gain by pretending, even to yourself,
that you are better than others, but you really lose. When you set
yourself above others, you separate yourself from their fellowship
in many subtle and serious ways.  One seminary student felt that
he was progressing faster than his friends.  Increasingly, he would
say to them in response to their ideas, “I’m beyond that now.”
Eventually, he found that he was beyond all his friends.  No one
bothered to talk to him anymore.  He was way out in front, all
alone.  He had demonstrated not how wise he was, but how foolish.

It is a lonely and dangerous thing to be on a pedestal, whether
of your own or other’s making.  I am always afraid when people
put me on a pedestal, because I know that sooner or later I will fall
off on my head.  That fall is always a very painful experience.

We should hear God’s warning against such separation, in this
case, caused and maintained by insulting others.  It is both
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dangerous and damaging for individuals, groups or nations.  We
need to listen to and understand God’s loving warning.  But to see
and feel the truth of that, we must look deep inside and see how
much we are like everyone else, and give up the illusion of
superiority.  This illusion poisons relationships and cuts us off from
our fellowship with all of humanity.

Fool!

FINALLY, IF IT is not bad enough to insult a person and thus person-
ally inflict harm on him, Christ says it is worse to call him a fool,
saying, “Whoever says, ‘you fool!’ shall be liable to the hell of
fire.”  (Matthew 5:22c)

The hell of fire refers literally to the smoldering garbage dump
outside of Jerusalem.

Since one of the major themes of this book is that everyone
will be saved, I think I should examine more fully this concept of
hell.  The Greek word translated here “hell of fire” is gehenna.
Gehenna really refers to a valley near Jerusalem called Hinnom.
It was in this valley that Ahaz had burned children to worship
Molech, a false, foreign god.

This fiery sacrifice is referred to in II Chronicles 28:3, “He
burned incense in the valley of the son of Hinnom, and burned his
sons as an offering.”

King Josiah stopped the worship of Molech and cursed the
valley forever as a part of his religious reform.  It is recorded in II
Kings 23:10, “He defiled To’pheth, which is in the valley of the
sons of Hinnom, that no one might burn his son or his daughter as
an offering to Molech.”

Therefore, this valley became a garbage dump for Jerusalem.
The burning garbage was always smoldering.  This is the
“unquenchable fire” Mark 9:44 uses to describe gehenna, which is
translated “hell.”  The garbage was also infested with worms, which
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shows up in many images of hell.  So it is natural that this valley
would be seen as a place where useless, filthy things would be
destroyed by fire and consumed by worms.

It is more than interesting that the idea of fire and worms
found in the garbage dump outside Jerusalem appears in the
traditional image of hell.  I feel that this is a case of putting into
some future, fictional hell, concepts and images that referred to a
reality present in the time of Christ.  It is absurd to take this image
literally.  Christ was using a local and dated idiom to convey to his
listeners the extreme seriousness of calling someone a fool.  To
think that the smoldering fires and the loathsome worms from
that garbage dump outside of Jerusalem refer literally to some future
hell is to seriously misunderstand Christ’s message.  As in all his
teachings and warnings, Christ, because of his love, is trying to
keep us from unnecessary suffering on this earth.  He is trying to
spare us the suffering that can make this life hell.

Another minister once said, “There is enough hell in this life,
we don’t need any afterward.”

God, in His love, would not only save us from some future
hell, but also with His good and loving advice would spare us hell
in this life.  If we feel He threatens us with some future hell, we do
not understand His love or His loving will for us either here or in
the hereafter.

Each consequence, the judgement, the council and the hell of
fire, is seen, in the local idiom, as being worse than the previous
one and none are to be taken literally.  The ascending order of
consequences is referred to in order to make the point that each
offense is more serious than the previous one.

I don’t think anyone was expected literally to appear before
the Sanhedrin for an insult or to be thrown into the garbage dump
for calling someone a fool.  I am even more confident that none of
us is to appear before the Jewish high court, the Sanhedrin, nor
are we to be condemned to the smoldering dump infested with
worms outside Jerusalem.  When we take the words “hell of fire”
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literally, we are led far astray in thinking we have proof that some
people will be consigned to eternal damnation.  Even if we are
right in thinking such a place would be the eternal fate of some,
who would it be?  Who has not said, or at least thought, that
someone else was a fool?

Christ says it is worse to say, “you fool,” because this means,
in the Jewish word originally used, to accuse the person of moral
evil and thus destroy his good name in the community.

It is interesting that foolishness has here a connotation of evil,
since I have been saying that what is called evil is foolishness.  I
also say that following God’s will, which is called good, is wise.

Jesus is saying that this labeling of a person as a fool is clearly
worse than even insulting a person.  The person who is insulted
only has to endure your personal rejection, but the person who is
called evil, or a fool, faces the rejection of the whole community.
The pain and suffering caused by the malicious tale teller or the
gossip over the coffee cups can be the worst injury of all.  When
they pass judgement on another, as everyone does on occasion,
they destroy that person in the eyes of many.

They might also consider that gossip is a two-edged sword.
Those who gossip may be lent people’s ears, but seldom their
respect, and never their trust.  Thus they have no real friends or
intimate relationships.  They must collect gossip and pass it on as
their price of admission into people’s gatherings and conversations.
What they say about others often reveals more about them than
those they speak of.

Walt Whitman also gives this warning in his poem “Song of
Myself”: “Whatever degrades another degrades me, and whatever
is done or said returns at last to me.”

Our tongue reveals and shapes our character, and thus seals
our fate, not in the hands of God, who loves and accepts all of us
as we are, but in the hands and opinions of those around us on this
earth.  The way we live and what we say affects us, more than
anyone else.  And it is our own doing, not God’s, for He bears
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malice toward none.  God warns us to follow His advice for our
own sake, not His.

Still, one must recognize that there is a great need to talk about
people.  After all, people are very important, and they cannot be
ignored.  I often talk about other people.  I wondered what I would
talk about if I excluded people from my list of topics.  Then it
occurred to me that talking about people I love and sharing the
good and beautiful things I know about people would be all right.
So I tried it.  I discovered that thinking and talking about the good
and beautiful things I know about people, made my heart fill up
even more with love for those people.  My heart basked in the
beauty of those people.  And the people I shared that beauty with,
also loved and enjoyed the beauty of those people.  I found my
heart richer.  When I shared those riches with others, they were
also richer.  I realized then that remembering and sharing good
things about others was so much better than criticizing them.
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Chapter 7: Turn the Other Cheek?

N THE LAST CHAPTER, I dealt with the problem of eliminat-
ing negative feelings, like anger, from life.  In this chap-

ter, I will deal with nurturing some positive responses to life’s prob-
lems and demands.  For this, I look to one of the most familiar
passages of the Sermon on the Mount, which is often quoted to
illustrate how different and difficult the Christian ethic is.

The scripture is Matthew 5:38-39: “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 one who is evil.  But if anyone strikes you on the
right cheek, turn to him the other also.”

People often talk about “turning the other cheek” as something
expected of Christians.  I get the sense that they see this turning
the other cheek as unreasonable or impractical.  There are jokes
about it, like, “Turn the other cheek, and if he hits you again, let
him have it back.”

This implies that they might see their way clear to give
someone a second chance to hurt them, but then, watch out.  One
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gets the sense of people trying to bring themselves to obey the
letter of the law, and that is their limit.  In fact they can hardly
manage even that.

But Jesus, in the Sermon on the Mount, is challenging us to
struggle with the spirit of the law, until we finally understand what
He is asking us to do.  Then we may realize that, in some truly
amazing way, it is the best and most beautiful way to live.

We must examine this “turning the other cheek” very carefully,
if we are even to glimpse what He is pointing us to.  To simply
take what He says literally, and to think that is all there is, is to be
greatly misled, and to miss the pearl of wisdom buried deep within.
Christ is not merely talking about what we should do; He is trying
to show us the way to become what we should be.  Let’s look
closely then at this scripture.

Most people are right-handed.  For a right-handed person who
is facing you to strike you on the right cheek, he must very
deliberately bring his hand all the way across, and then bring it
back, striking you with the back of the hand.  In the time of Christ,
striking a person with the back of the hand on the cheek was
considered extremely insulting.  This is because a person suddenly
angered would strike you with the more natural motion of the
front of the hand.  A blow with the back of the hand must be
premeditated, and thus fully intended, delivering quite definitely
the insult and injury.

So it is not so much any threat of physical injury that Christ is
talking about, but a cold, calculating, cruel insult.  Therefore I will
look at how people react to insults and why.  First of all, Christ
does not want us to fake our response.  He would want us to turn
the other cheek, but if we do it just to please Him, we have not
understood what He really wants.

What He really wants is for us to achieve a state of mind and
heart that will really make us feel like turning the other cheek,
rather than retaliating.  You see, He wants our life to be so
wonderful that an insult does not anger us, and therefore does not
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generate an urge for revenge.  He wants us to be so strong and
loving that the cruelest insult simply bounces off leaving us
untouched.

We might feel that such an expectation is even more
unreasonable and unrealistic than the request that we stifle our
anger and turn the other cheek just to please God.  But God
understands that such pretended meekness, or a religion that
demands we stifle our feelings and restrain our actions, will not
lead to a full and satisfying life.

God seeks not so much to change our actions as to change our
hearts.  He wants us to find hearts that freely follow His will
because they have learned that His will is the wisest way to live.
In this case, He wants us to have such great hearts that they cannot
be insulted.  Can we imagine being able to go through life never
feeling insulted, never getting angry or hurt at the words and
actions of others?  Wouldn’t that be a desirable thing to achieve?
It is just such a heart that Christ desires for each of us, because He
loves us.  So He tells us to turn the other cheek, knowing that
those who really struggle with that, have a chance of learning the
secret of achieving such a strong and loving heart.

Now, of course, we will never have such a good heart that
every insult passes by, leaving us unscathed, but the closer we get
to that ideal, the happier we will be.  Perhaps we have even known
some people who seem able to shrug off insults, with no thought
or malice.  What is their secret?  I think it is self-esteem.  A person
with a strong, healthy self-esteem is almost impossible to insult.
Such a person has a secure self-image and it is not easily threatened.
People may say and do terrible things, but this person remains
unshaken.  The question we must then ask is, “How can we develop
a good sense of self-esteem?”

The first problem is that, by yourself, you probably cannot
build up your self-esteem.  The second problem is that no one
else, on his own, can build up your self-esteem either.  So there is
frustration and failure for the person who tries to build up his own
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self-esteem and receives no help from others.  There is also
frustration and failure for anyone who tries to build up someone
else’s self-esteem and gets no help from that person or from others.
Many people must affirm a person if progress is to be made, and
one of the people trying, must be the person whose self-esteem is
being built up.

At this point, you may be saying, “All right, all ready, tell us
what the secret is, and don’t keep dragging it out!”

Well, it would be nice if it were so simple.  I make it sound
complex, because it is complex, not because I do not want you to
understand.  That is why the teaching in the Sermon on the Mount
is so difficult, not because Jesus is trying to hide anything from us,
but because finding the best life and living it is difficult.  It cannot
be made simple.

Now to the ingredients of good self-esteem, or at least the
ones I see now.  First, a person must feel loved.  Of course, you will
not be loved by everyone.  But you must feel loved by enough
people, and they must be important people to you.  Feeling loved
by only one person is usually not enough.  That is why those who
think marrying your one true love is the answer to everything are
in for a disappointment.  One person can never meet all your needs.
If enough people who you really care about love you, then the
rest of the world can hate you.  On the strength of the love from
those important people, you can be strong.

This is why it is so important that we express our love for one
another.  We all need to feel loved, and we need frequent assurances
of that love.  If enough people express their love for us, it is possible
that we can improve our self-esteem enough to feel loved by others,
and thus to love ourselves.

Another reason we need frequent assurances that people love
us is because the world is always delivering shocks and insults that
undermine our self-esteem.  And finally, if we know ourselves very
well, it is hard to believe that anyone can really love us.  That
makes it all the more wonderful, even miraculous, that people do
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love us.  The greatest and most precious miracle on this earth is
love.  Rejoice in it, and share it with others, so they may also
rejoice.

Without the assurance of the love of some important others,
all of our attempts to build our self-esteem will fail.  Everyone
needs that love, so seek ways of letting your love flow to others in
word and deed.  The world is always starved for love.  People
cannot grow without love, even as plants cannot grow without
light.  Studies have shown that babies who have all their physical
needs cared for, but are not held and loved, may actually die for
lack of that love.  So let your love shine on others and maybe it
will help some of them to grow in self-esteem and love and also in
joy and beauty.  When their well of love is full, it may overflow
and cause them to give some to others.

But everyone does not grow when they are shown love.  This
is sad, but true.  Perhaps they do not grow because they must also
work at it.  What they must foster in themselves is honesty, integrity
and belief.  They must, for example, believe in the love that is
shown them, or they do not receive it.

We must believe in love to receive it.  It can be given, but it
cannot make the connection in our hearts, unless we open our
hearts up and believe it, thus becoming very vulnerable.  It is this
vulnerability that causes us to close our hearts and not believe in
love.

 We would all like to believe we are loved.  But if we do open
up our hearts to others and lower all our defenses, believing that
they love us, we give them the ability to betray us.  Betrayal plunges
a knife into our hearts and can hurt us terribly.  If this happens
enough, we may no longer believe in love, because it has hurt us
too often and too deeply.  We will prefer the loneliness to the
pain.

The old saying is, “It is better to have loved and lost than
never to have loved at all.”  There have been times when I thought
only the very young could believe that, but those were bad times
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in my life.  I feel now that love is worth any sacrifice and any
injury.  I hope I will always feel that way.

You cannot really believe anyone loves you unless you are
honest with yourself.  That may seem a strange statement, but it is
true, because one way of trying to bolster self-esteem is by lying
to yourself, i.e., by telling yourself that you are better than you
are.  Such self-pretence, such self-righteousness, is a lie, and you
know that deep in your heart.  So if people love the good person
you are pretending to be, you still cannot feel loved as the person
you subconsciously know yourself to be inside.  If people love
your mask, you will not feel they have loved the real person behind
the mask.  If you hide that real self, full of good and evil, even
from yourself, then no one can love your dark side, because no
one, even yourself, knows that dark side.  It is the very worst in
you that must be revealed and known to yourself, and eventually
to some others.  All this must be accepted by them and by yourself
if you are ever to feel loved completely, just as you are.

Complete honesty is necessary for strong self-esteem.  So
honesty with yourself and some others, who will love you even
with your worst revealed, is necessary to have good self-esteem,
and to feel really loved. You must choose carefully those you
confess your dark side to, because it will hurt, rather than help
you, if you are rejected when you open up.

You should choose people you have found to be very loving
and accepting.  Then you can slowly build a more honest and
intimate relationship with them, until it is all out and loved and
accepted.  If you are afraid to reveal something, see how they
react to the same fault in others, maybe even discussing
hypothetical cases with them.  It is risky to open up and show the
skeletons in your closet.  It is even riskier to show them to people
who are very close to you.  But you must take that risk, to find
some people who will love you completely.  Their love is needed
to enable you to accept yourself as you are, with all the good and
bad you are aware of.
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Lastly, integrity is needed.  As I have pointed out before,
integrity can be a help in standing up against insults and criticism.
If we do things we really believe in and are proud of what we have
done, then criticism will sound like compliments.

Someone told me one day that I was criticized for not
preaching about hell.  I was glad the word was getting around.  I
was not in the least offended by what was probably intended as
criticism.  If I do what I really feel is right, then any criticism of it
seems more like a compliment, because the intended criticism
describes a deed I consider noble rather than base.  If, on the other
hand, I have done something of which I am ashamed, any mention
of it will probably throw me for a loop.  I may be hurt and angry,
before I can stop myself.  Here, honesty can still help me.  If I have
already admitted to myself that I have done something shameful
or foolish, and dealt with my feelings concerning it, then I will
not feel as threatened when it is mentioned.  I already know within
myself that what they say is not an insult, but the truth.

If I have also reconciled myself to my foolishness, and accepted
and forgiven myself, I can stand up against the exposure of my
folly.  Again, love from others can help.  If I have confessed my
deed and shame to another, and found they can still accept and
love me, I know someone will accept me no matter what others
may say.  That also makes it easier for me to accept myself as a
person who has done this shameful thing.  I feel I am a person who
is still acceptable and lovable.  If all the important people still love
and accept me and I have accepted myself, having admitted my
folly and knowing that I am not perfect nor will ever be perfect,
then I can stand strong and unshaken against any accusation
concerning it.

So love, honesty and integrity are things that can build our
self-esteem.  They can give us a good and secure self-image, so we
can stand up against the many insults that life will deal out to each
of us.  It is such strength that God would wish for us.  He encourages
us to find that strength by asking us to “turn the other cheek.”  He
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hopes this will set us out on a search that, if faithfully and honestly
pursued in love, will bring great rewards.

Indeed, one of the rewards is what we can learn, even from
insults. Listen carefully to criticism. If we are honest with ourselves
and know the insult to be false, we can disregard it.

But sometimes, enemies can teach us more than friends, if they
accurately point out our weaknesses. This can help us to know
ourselves better, and to understand how others see us.

Then if we turn the other cheek, maybe they will give us more
valuable information about ourselves. We can learn from all life’s
experiences, whether they seem good or bad.
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Chapter 8: Love Your Enemies?

HEN CHRIST CHALLENGES US TO love our enemies, He is set-
ting before us the greatest and most important goal for life.  It is
probably also the most difficult goal.  Why should we undertake
this challenge?  I have been trying to show that the goals God sets
for us are intended to make life better, rather than being some-
thing to please a whimsical deity.

So of what value to us is learning to love our enemies?  The
simplest response I can think of is to ask you this question, “Would
you rather be surrounded by people you love, or by people you
hate?”

I feel sure we would rather be surrounded by people we love.
It is within our power to always be surrounded by people we love.
All we have to do is learn to love the people we are surrounded by.

Now that is all very simple and imprecise.  We have not defined
what we mean by love or looked at how we might learn to love
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our enemies.  But mine is a theology of the heart.  My heart seems
to lead the way better than my head, and it tells me that loving
people is more satisfying than hating them.  Later, I reason out
why this may be true, but my heart leads the way before I can find
the words or concepts to explain it.  Even at their best, words and
definitions fall far short of explaining the realities of feelings.  It is
the heart that really moves us, not the head, but words are necessary
to convey our discoveries to others.

So I will examine what Christ says about loving your enemies.
In Matthew 5:44-45 Christ says, “Love your enemies and pray

for those who persecute you, so that you may be sons of your
Father who is in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and
on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust.”

First, we must look at this word “love”.  Love is the most
important, yet the least understood, word in the English language
and in our Christian faith.  I discussed love in the first chapter of
this book, but I will refresh our understanding here.  The love we
usually think of is what I call romantic love.  This is love for
someone who is desirable and whom we wish to spend time with
and make our own.

This is not the love Christ refers to in the statement, “Love
your enemies.”

He is referring, instead, to the kind of love God feels for us.  God’s
love is constant, unconditional and unending, regardless of what we
do or think.  It is that quality of love that assures me that everyone
will be saved.  God, following His own advice to us, loves all His
enemies.  He cares about us even when we are His worst enemy.  We
can be God’s enemy, but He will never be our enemy.  God, in His
love, always wishes us the greatest good.  That is why He gives us
many commandments to help guide us to that greatest good.  His
commandments are gifts of His love for us.

Christ very clearly states that it is this Godlike love which we
are to feel for our enemies.  That is what He means when He
speaks of our being sons of our Father who is in heaven.  Since
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they did not have many adjectives in the language He spoke, they
would refer to being a “son of” in order to indicate that you were
“like” that person.  Therefore, even if people maliciously mistreat
us, we should bear no malice toward them, and, indeed, we should
wish them the best.  This love does not mean that we necessarily
like that person, in the sense that we would desire to spend a lot of
time with them and would enjoy their company.  It does mean,
however, that we care about their welfare, and would help them if
they needed it.

Perhaps a good analogy would be that of brothers and sisters.
Bothers and sisters often fight, and sometimes they claim not to
like each other.  They may usually get along like cats and dogs.
Still, when the chips are down, they will come to each other’s aid.
We are all children of our Father who is in heaven, so we are all
brothers and sisters.  Blood is thicker than water, and we understand
that on this earth.  What we need to understand is that we are also
bound together with everyone by the blood of Christ.  Therefore,
we should care for each other as we would any brother or sister on
this earth.

Perhaps all this makes no sense to us.  Why should we care
about people who hurt us, who are our professed and proven
enemies?  We may feel that people should get what they “deserve.”
We expect people to be punished when they do wrong.  Perhaps
this is much of the objection to the idea of universal salvation.  But
Christ points out that God treats both the good and the bad with
equanimity on this earth.  The rain and the sun come to people
regardless of their righteousness.

William Barclay tells a story of a Jewish rabbi who was amazed
by the fact that rain fell on the fields of the righteous and the
wicked alike.  He also was impressed by God’s benevolence to all
as he noticed that the sun shone on righteous Israel the same as on
the Gentiles.1

I am reminded of a joke told by my church history professor
at Princeton Seminary.  Dr. Hope said there was a story from early
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Christian times of God making all the cattle of the pagans die,
while all the cattle of the Christians remained healthy.  “Personally,”
he quipped in his comical way, “I think that is a bunch of bull.”

No matter how people feel about God, He always wishes them
well and treats them the same as everyone else.  There is nothing
we can think or do that will cause God to turn His back on us, or
treat us differently.  When I examine the real world, I, like the
rabbi and Dr. Hope, see no sign of God punishing His enemies on
this earth.  Some people see this as evidence that God does not
care about us.  I see it as evidence that He cares about us all equally.
It is proof here and now of how God loves and cares, even about
His enemies.

I also feel that there are no good or bad people.  Everyone is a
mixture of good and bad.  Christ probably did not put it that way,
because people would not understand, and it might only confuse
the issue to try to explain it at that point.  I know from preaching
sermons that I must often oversimplify things to say anything at
all.  If the bad were to be punished for every misdeed, none of us
would survive.  Fortunately, God is a God of mercy, and He does
not punish us.  Instead, God continues to give us the sun and the
rain, and also His guidance, to help us on the path of life.

Christ makes it clear that God treats people the same, wishing
them all well.  Likewise, He would have us treat all people well, no
matter how they treat us.  Maybe we can understand that
intellectually, but emotionally we find it hard to bring ourselves
around to loving our enemies.  God does not imagine that it will
be easy.  It is not romantic love, which one falls into without even
trying, that He is asking of us.  The love that God feels and wishes
for us is an act of the will as well as the heart.

The Greek word for this Godlike love is agape.  Psychologist
Erich Fromm portrays agape as being actively concerned about
the welfare and growth of those we love.2   This means that we not
only care about the other, but we do what we can to help them
become better people.  To care for our enemies and return them
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good for their evil may seem foolish.  But this is the only way that
holds out any hope of bringing peace and even goodwill between
people.  Agape does not come naturally or easily.  We must make
an effort to overcome our tendency for anger or bitterness toward
those who threaten or hurt us.  Agape means compassion for people
we don’t even like.  This goodwill endures despite the character or
actions of our enemy.  William Barclay refers to agape as “invincible
goodwill.”3

To achieve this “invincible goodwill,” as Barclay defines agape,
I think we must also examine our emotions.

Our first and main reaction to being hurt is usually anger and the
desire for revenge.  We do not want anger to develop into bitterness,
which hardens our hearts.  Revenge is sometimes seen as a way of
settling the issue.  Someone has caused us to suffer, and we want to
make that person suffer in return.  We do not wish our enemies well,
but wait for an opportunity to get back at them.  This course of action
solves nothing.  In fact, it makes things worse.  Revenge sparks revenge,
suffering breeds more suffering, and the situation escalates downward.
This way you make more, and worse, enemies.

But there are other reasons why revenge is bad.  When I look
into my heart, I find I take no pleasure in anyone’s suffering, even
if they have caused me much suffering.  I have seen too much
suffering in life.  Causing more suffering only makes me feel worse.
I cannot help it if someone hurts me.  But if I hurt someone else,
either on purpose or by accident, I cannot bear it.  I agonize over
any injury I have caused.  So to cause another’s suffering, even in
revenge, only causes me more grief, plus guilt and remorse.
Revenge may seem good on the spur of the moment, but when I
regain my senses, I will long lament the suffering I have caused.  I
grieve at the suffering of others, even if they have caused it
themselves.  I believe God also grieves whenever any of us suffer,
even if it is our own fault.

There is too much suffering in the world and not enough love.
So I will strive to love even my enemies.  In so far as I succeed in
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that love, I feel good.  I am not responsible for how others respond,
whether with good or evil.  But I feel better, even if they respond
harshly, when I feel that I have not been cruel to them and caused
their harsh response.  It is my thoughts and words and deeds that
cause me joy or anguish, far more than anyone else’s.

It is not pleasant to have enemies and to be hurt by them, but
I found out long ago that people who deliberately go around
hurting others are hurting inside.  They are not happy, and their
inner pain causes them to inflict pain on others.  Happy people
mostly share their joy, and sad people, unfortunately, mostly share
their sorrow.  I feel sorry for those who feel they must hurt me or
others; who feel that they must be my enemies.  How sad it is that
they have chosen to be my enemies.  When I see their sadness, I
cannot help but care for them.  I find my heart growing soft and
tender.  It is a far better feeling in my heart than anger, which
consumes, or bitterness, which poisons a heart.  For the sake of
my own heart, if for no other reason, I will choose to be their
friend, even if they remain my enemies.

Any breach in human relationships is a wound in the hearts
involved and in the heart of God.  The only real solution is to
repair the relationship.

Abraham Lincoln once said, “The only way to eliminate an
enemy is to make him a friend.”

We may not always succeed in that, but it seems a more positive
and hopeful way to relate to people who consider themselves our
enemies, than making the animosity mutual.  It is sad to have people
who do not like you, but the only conceivable method of solving
the problem in a happy way is to return goodness for their evil.

Paul says in Romans, “Bless those who persecute you; bless
and do not curse them....  Repay no one evil for evil ….  Do not be
overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”  (Romans 12:14,
17, 21)

It may be difficult, maybe impossible, but it is the path with
hope for more love and less hate.  No other path makes sense or
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has any chance of success in healing the broken relationships that
cause such sadness and suffering.

We may think that loving our enemies is a nice ideal, but it
makes no sense in the real world.  So I would like to apply it to a
real world problem.  In this country, we live pretty secure lives,
yet one enemy strikes successfully against all our military might.
That enemy is the international terrorist.  I look particularly at the
terrorists in the Middle East.  I will ponder how terrorism might
be stopped.

The first response to a terrorist attack is usually anger and the
desire for revenge.  I have felt this myself.  But when I examined
the realities, I realized that Israel has followed the policy of
retaliation since the very beginning, and terrorism has not stopped.
Indeed, retaliation just increases the hatred and desire for revenge
on the terrorist side.  It should be obvious that revenge does not
work.

Maybe retaliation does not work, but how can we love the
terrorist?  We must understand the meaning of this love we are
asked to feel.  Remember that Barclay calls it “invincible goodwill.”
It is invincible if the goodwill can be felt no matter who does
what.  In this case, I feel that we should have goodwill toward the
terrorist, in the sense that we should wish them well.  I don’t mean
that we should wish them success in their terrorist activities.  I
mean we should wish them true happiness and fulfillment in their
lives.  Terrorism is the result of the unhappiness, indeed desperation,
of the terrorist.  Some terrorists even undertake suicide missions.
That is a sure sign of how desperate they are.  I have found that
desperate people do desperate things.  If there is a solution to
terrorism, it is to relieve the desperation of those who engage in it.
We should hope that they find a way out of that desperation to
happy, fulfilled lives.  That good fortune would be best for them
and also for us, because we are the potential victims of terrorism.

When love is understood as wishing the enemy well in his
search for true happiness, it is the only thing that can work.  True
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happiness comes from learning to love everyone, in the sense of
caring about everyone’s happiness.  If enemies found that happiness,
they would no longer be enemies.  What better solution can there
be?  They will never learn love from hatred or revenge.  They may
not learn it from love, but it is the only possible way.  Love, even
for enemies, is the only thing that makes sense or has any chance
of success in the real world.  Far from being an unworkable ideal,
it is the most practical way of living on this earth.  God once more
shows us the very best way to live, because He cares about our
true happiness and fulfillment.

Love is also the path that God always chooses, and chose when
He sent His son, Jesus Christ.  We are often enemies of God,
turning our back on Him and hurting Him, but He always reaches
out to us with His love.  Christ came and died to bring the message
of our sure salvation.  He lived to show us the ways to live and
love that would lead to the most beautiful life.

When he says in Matthew 5:48, “You, therefore, must be
perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” he is wishing the very
best for us.  What more could He wish for us than a perfect life?
Everyone would like a perfect life in some sense.  Christ tries to
tell us that our life will only be perfect if it is lived perfectly in the
way God lives His.  It may be an impossible dream to completely
fulfill on this earth, but it is a great goal.  That goal Christ gives us
because He loves us.
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Conclusion

HIS BOOK IS ABOUT LOVE, especially the love of God.  Most
Christians would say that God is love, and He loves ev-

eryone.  But they limit God’s love by limiting salvation to Chris-
tians.  In this book, I state my belief that God’s love is without
limit, so His salvation is for every person, without exception.  This
means that all Christians, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists and all other
faiths, even agnostics and atheists are surely loved and saved by
God.  Hopefully, this message will promote peace and reconcilia-
tion between all religions, faiths and individuals in this world.

God’s love, or agape, is different than the romantic love we
often think of when love is mentioned.  Agape arises from the
very nature of God, so He loves everyone, no matter how desirable
or undesirable they are.  Agape is an active concern for the welfare
of the loved one.  God has expressed this concern for each of us
by His actions, which are gifts of love.
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As His first gift of love, God has tried to assure us of His love
and salvation through many messengers.  His greatest assurance is
found in the sending and sacrifice of His only son, Jesus.  God
wishes to set our mind at ease concerning our sure salvation, so we
can concentrate on the living of our daily life on this earth.

As a second gift of love, God has acted again and again to
give us His loving advice for the living of this life.  Because He
loves us, God gives us guidance through His commandments and
the ethical teaching found in scripture.  He tries to enrich our
lives by leading us into the most meaningful and fulfilling paths.
These paths of compassion, peace and love are witnessed to by all
the great world religions as the very essence of life’s purpose.  Only
by finding and following God’s will can we enjoy the best and
most beautiful life on this earth.

When I walk out the door of my country home each morning,
I am overwhelmed by the beauty of God’s creation, which is another
gift of His love.  I start the new day fresh, seeking the beauty I am
convinced that God, in His love, wishes everyone to experience
daily in their lives.

I have written this book about God’s limitless love, so we can
all rejoice in our certain salvation.  I hope we will then eagerly
seek God’s will and by following that wisdom, find the wonderful
life God intends for each of us.  It is surely the greatest wisdom to
embrace God’s love, so it can guide and sustain us, now and forever.

The catechism I learned when I joined the church stated, “Man’s
chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy him forever.”

I have found my greatest fulfillment and joy in seeking God
and following His will.  In this book, I share some of the insights
I discovered in pursuing that end.  I pray these thoughts may benefit
humanity, as God, in His love, would wish.

It is not my intention that you simply accept my thoughts.
Truth is synonymous with reality, and reality can never really be
contained in words.  I hope you find what I say valuable in your
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own search for truth and understanding.  What is of no value to
you, I would advise you to discard.

I wish for you to explore for yourself and find in your heart
treasures that are as helpful as these are to me.

If you pursue this important search for meaning, perhaps these
words of Walt Whitman in “Song of Myself” will come true for
you:

“You shall no longer take things at second or third hand, nor
look through the eyes of the dead, nor feed on the spectres in
books.

You shall not look through my eyes either, nor take things
from me,

You shall listen to all sides and filter them from yourself.”
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APPENDIX A  MORE ABOUT SALVATION

A

HE FUNDAMENTALIST SEES THE WHOLE Bible as inspired di-
rectly, word for word, by God.  He interprets it literally,

admitting to no contradictions therein.  He does not recognize
that passages are conditioned by the author and the time in which
they were written.  There are different currents in scripture which
lead interpreters in diverse directions.  The most obvious example
of failure to find and follow the correct current in scripture is that
of the Jewish image of the Messiah prevalent in the time of Jesus.

From the Old Testament prophets, Daniel and the
intertestamental apocalyptic literature, came the expectation of a
Messiah who would bring an earthly kingdom in which the Jews
would rule over the entire world.  If the Gentiles were included in
this kingdom at all, it was in a clearly subordinate position.

In their zealous study of scripture, the Jews of Christ’s day did
not notice the suffering servant passages like the ones in Isaiah 53.
They misinterpreted these and the many other passages later cited
by the New Testament and the Christian church as predicting Jesus.
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They missed, and still miss the Messiah, because they cling to the
wrong current in the Old Testament.

The Christians saw many Old Testament passages fulfilled by
Jesus of Nazareth, thus proving He is the Messiah.  They picked
out the ripples of the correct current from among the many
divergent ones.  However, they may have stretched some of the
passages to get them to fit Christ.  Their use goes from the famous,
“Behold, a virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and his name shall
be called Emmanuel” in Matthew 1:23, to the blatant allegorical
interpretations of Paul.  For example, in Galatians 4:21-31, Paul
sees the Galatians as children of slavery through Hagar, if they
cling to the old covenant under the law.

The “behold, a virgin” passage came from Isaiah 7:14.  When
the Revised Standard Version of the Bible replaced the word “virgin”
with the translation “young woman” in Isaiah, it caused an uproar.
It was one of the reasons that many conservative Christians rejected
the RSV and stayed with the King James Version of the Bible.
This shows how shaky the New Testament’s use of the Old
sometimes is.  The Old Testament did not point clearly, in a single
stream, to the type of Messiah to expect.  Therefore, it was often
necessary to take hints, or glimpses, and show that, in spirit, they
fit the Jesus whom the Christians proclaimed as Messiah.

Modern liberal scholars still speculate as to whom Isaiah really
referred in his suffering servant passages.  They must admit it was
probably not the Messiah, and certainly not specifically Jesus of
Nazareth, whom Isaiah knowingly foresaw.  Still, it is valid to take
the spirit of the passages and see them fulfilled by Christ.  Some
Old Testament passages foreshadow Christ as He appeared.  But
one needs to go beyond the vision and intentions of the authors of
those passages, to really see the Messiah as He actually lived and
died and rose again.

In my reasoning so far, I have tried to establish two points.
The first is that there are different currents in the scriptures, and
we need to pick out the current that best conforms to God’s spirit
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and plan.  Otherwise we, like the first century Jews, may miss the
Messiah and His message.  We must beware of other currents in
the Bible suggesting eternal damnation for some.  I question the
prevalent Christian vision, which sees supremacy, or even the sole
salvation, of the New Israel.  The New Israel means Christians,
however we define them.  It smells like the mistake of the Old
Israel repeated.  The circle of God’s love knows no limit, and I
believe the circle of the saved is just as all-inclusive.

The second point is that, while there is no full-grown definite
teaching of universal salvation in the Bible, there are many glimpses
of that spirit.  I feel that I have established precedent from the
New Testament’s use of the Old Testament for expanding these
hints beyond the author’s specific intent.

How is one to really know which current in scripture comes
closest to God’s spirit and final intent?  It is the Holy Spirit who
speaks in the heart and reveals the right interpretation.  Hosea
discerned God’s thoughts and feelings as the result of his own
experiences with his unfaithful wife and his feelings about her.
So, I will draw from my own heart and experience, which work in
me my belief in universal salvation.  But even here I will not go
unsupported by scripture, which shows the hearts of others who
have felt similar feelings.  In the testimony of Paul in Romans and
the writer of I John, I think I find kindred feelings.

Paul, in Romans 9-11, bares the anguish in his heart over his
people Israel.  He says in Romans 9:2-3, “That I have great sorrow
and unceasing anguish in my heart.  For I could wish that I myself
were accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brethren,
my kinsmen by race.”

He struggles, out of love, with the seeming rejection of Israel.
He finally concludes in Romans 11:32 with this belief, “For God
has consigned all men to disobedience, that he may have mercy
upon all.”

Paul’s heart sees salvation for all his people.  We know that
what he says here testifies at least to his hope for the universal
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salvation of Israel.  However, in this final verse, it is not clear as to
whether he means only the salvation of Israel or of all people
everywhere.

While I cannot definitely state that Paul is thinking of salvation
for everyone, the same spirit holds for all people.  It was his love
for Israel that convinced him that God could not reject them in
the end.  It has been the love in my heart for all people, which has
testified within me to the certainty of salvation for all people
everywhere, and in every age.  If I can love so much that I wish
salvation for everyone, surely God’s love cannot be less than mine.
In fact, we have abundant proof that God’s love is far greater.  I do
not love enough to die for others, but God, in Christ, has already
undergone the sacrifice of death on a cross, demonstrating His
universal love and salvation for everyone.  God’s sacrifice has
assured us of His love and salvation beyond any reasonable doubt.
How can we doubt such a love as that?

That this testimony of love is truly the testimony of the spirit
of God is proclaimed by the writer of I John.  In I John 4:12-13,
we find, “No man has ever seen God; if we love one another, God
abides in us and his love is perfected in us.  By this we know that
we abide in him and he in us, because he has given us of his own
Spirit.”

In I John 4:8 we read, “He who does not love does not know
God; for God is love.”

When we love one another, we have God’s spirit in us, and we
understand the mysterious God to whom scripture alludes.  We
understand the very essence of His heart.  I do not say that God’s
love is perfected in me, but I have caught a glimpse of it in my
heart, in my experience and in scripture.  Thus I believe I know
God, and His Spirit testifies that all people will be saved.

Still, I am not arrogant enough to imagine that I have convinced
all of you of the universal salvation that I have put forth.  I am not
writing this book to convince anyone that universal salvation is
true.  I am writing so those who have felt as I do, and want everyone
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to be saved, can feel free to do so without thinking that idea is
heresy.  Once I began to openly express my belief in universal
salvation I was amazed by how many others agreed with me.  This
included college religion professors and even a bishop of the
Anglican Church.  Bishop John A. T.  Robinson presented his belief
in universal salvation in his book Honest to God. Recently a professor
of religion from Duke University, now retired, told me that no
serious Biblical scholar would consider the contents of my book
heretical.

I discovered that as far back as the second century A.D., the
great Christian scholar Origen believed God would save everyone.1

Because it is God’s purpose to save people and Satan’s purpose to
damn them eternally, Origen felt that if hell is not empty in the
end, Satan wins against God.  The idea that the Devil ultimately
triumphs over God is inconceivable.

Is it possible that believing everyone will be saved, if incorrect,
will jeopardize our own salvation?  Certainly not!  Christianity
has long preached that if we believe in Christ as our Savior we are
saved by that faith.  If we believe everyone is saved, that necessarily
means we believe we are saved.  Whenever we convince someone
that they are saved, their salvation is secure.  This is true whether
everyone is saved or only those who have faith.

That universal salvation is a real possibility cannot be denied.
That is the conclusion of the Report of the Commission on
Christian Doctrine, appointed by the Archbishops of Canterbury
and York, published in 1938.2

I agree that universalism goes beyond the explicit New
Testament evidence, but Christ goes beyond the clear Old
Testament evidence.  I have also seen the impossibility of proving
which of the biblical currents reveals God’s true spirit and intent,
just as it is still impossible today to prove to the Jews that Jesus of
Nazareth was the Messiah.

The testimony of the Holy Spirit in the heart breeds
conviction, and I have written the testimony from my heart in this
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book.  I bring not proof, for that is impossible, but my belief and
the basis for it in scripture, as well as my experience and my heart.
Indeed, if most parents would really look into their hearts, they
would have to admit that they could not utterly reject their
children, no matter what they did or became.  Then how can we
believe that our heavenly Father would reject His children?  His
love is greater than that of any earthly parent.

Since we are to love everyone and earnestly strive for their
salvation, surely we should all rejoice at the possibility that
everyone will be saved.
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Words From The Author . . . About The Author

I WAS BORN JUNE 7, 1941 in Scranton, Pennsylvania.  For the first
four years of my life, we lived in a small trailer in a clearing in the
woods in West Virginia. When my father abandoned us, my mother
took us back to Scranton where we moved in with her parents.
Our family became active in the Washburn Street Presbyterian
Church.

By the time I reached junior high, the issue of salvation
confronted me.  A wily adolescent, I decided I would live as I
pleased and get into heaven with a deathbed conversion. I was so
mischievous that my Sunday School teacher Ted Koch joked to
my mother that he would like to demote me. Yet Mr. Koch, who
was also our youth fellowship advisor, was an example of  a love
that was there for me despite the trouble I caused.

We all moved to Middletown, Pennsylvania between ninth
and tenth grade. There we attended Middletown Presbyterian
Church,  where my Sunday School teachers and youth fellowship
advisors were Bob and Marge Lebo. Once more they displayed an
unlimited patience and love for all of the young people. They really
reminded me of  Ozzie and Harriet Nelson who were prominent
on TV at that time. In school I was the science nerd, but in the
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church I found a loving fellowship. Still during these years I began
to worry that I might die too quickly to get that deathbed
conversion in.

I entered Lafayette College, in Easton, Pennsylvania in the
fall of 1959. I majored in Physics. While reading a letter by Martin
Luther for freshman religion, I suddenly understood Luther’s belief
that we are saved by faith, as a free gift of God’s grace. This was
my rebirth experience, which I now realize is simply a flash of
insight that is not even necessarily correct. I wanted to share the
good news of the gospel with others. Each summer since I
graduated from high school I volunteered to counsel at our church
camp, Camp Michaux.  Between my junior and senior year of
college, I decided that I would rather be a minister than a physicist.
I graduated from Lafayette College in 1963 with a Bachelor of
Science in Physics. That summer I worked with children  in wheel
chairs at Camp Harmony Hall for the Easter  Seal Society.

I enrolled in Princeton Theological Seminary that fall. There
I majored in pastoral psychology. I served as student pastor at
Irvington Presbyterian Church near Newark, New Jersey in the
summer before my last year of seminary. I graduated from seminary
in 1966 with a Bachelor of Divinity, which I upgraded to a Master
of Divinity in 1970.

The summer of 1966 I took a quarter of clinical training in
psychology at Philadelphia State Hospital, living on the hospital
grounds for the three months of training.

In the fall I began my work as assistant pastor at First
Presbyterian Church in Ambler, Pa., just north of Philadelphia. I
chose an assistant pastorate to get more experience before
launching out on my own.

In the fall of 1968, I moved to McAlisterville in central
Pennsylvania to become the pastor of Lost Creek Presbyterian
Church, which had 120 members. Now I was on my own, and I
looked around for needs I could meet. I saw that the school district
was not transporting children to kindergarten. So I began
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transporting some of the poor children who would not get there
otherwise. Eventually my concerns for a good and equal education
led me to serve on the school board for ten years.

I saw that no one was working with young people, so I started
a single young adult group. I also started an ecumenical youth
fellowship, became scoutmaster and opened a community youth
center.

The manse was located close to the Fayette Fire Company
and when the siren blew I knew someone needed help. I became a
volunteer fireman. I also became an ambulance driver and attendant,
eventually certifying as an Emergency Medical Technician. My
love of nature led me to also serve as a volunteer Forest Fire Warden.

When I came to McAlisterville, I was a young social activist
and anxious to make the church what I thought it should be. The
congregation patiently accepted my zeal and naiveté, until I learned
from them that loving and accepting people as they are is the best
way to minister to people’s needs. Love then may inspire people
to be more beautiful and loving themselves. Condemnation and
pressure inspires judgment and rejection.

From the many youth I worked with, there emerged a small
sharing group which met in my house to share faith and other
feelings. These teenagers helped me to love and accept even more,
as they loved me, and I loved them, as if they were my own children.

Despite my rebirth experience in college, which assured me of
my salvation, I was still troubled by my failure to live up to my ideal
vision of a Christian life. The sharing group made me want to be
worthy of their acceptance, yet I knew I was still a mixture of good
and evil. Reading the writings of the psychiatrist, Carl Jung helped
me to understand that we are all a mixture of good and evil.

Reading Walt Whitman’s poetry helped me to accept all parts
of myself and when I had accepted myself, to accept all others.

I had always had trouble with the idea that some people would
go to hell, but I did not know of any other way of interpreting the
Bible. Reading Behold the Spirit by Alan Watts opened my eyes to
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other possible interpretations. I began to study other religions and
other philosophies,  I took Walt Whitman’s advice to,”Re-examine
all you have been told at school or church or in any book, dismiss
whatever insults your own soul”.

I discovered it was possible to interpret scripture in other ways,
and found passages which could mean that God would save
everyone.

But if everyone is saved, why obey God’s law? I realized that
God’s law shows us the wisest way to live. To follow it is wisdom
and to disobey it is foolishness. The law is God’s loving guidance
to help us find the best possible life now.

In 1982 I began taking college courses in computer
programming. While I was taking courses at Harrisburg Area
Community College, I was hired to teach computer courses there.
I taught courses to people on public assistance, regular
undergraduates and even a course for the prisoners at the state
prison in Camp Hill, Pennsylvania.

Unfortunately driving back and forth to teach these courses
ruined my back and I had to quit. I did earn an Associate  Degree
in Data Processing from HACC in 1983.

I continued as pastor of my church until 1987 by which time
it was obvious that my back was not going to improve, and I could
no longer accept money for a job I could not adequately perform.
Laying on people’s floors might be all right for visiting members,
but it did not work well for prospect calls. During the five years
that I could not adequately minister to the needs of my
congregation I wrote my book Love Without Limit. Some of the book
was even typed lying down.

I finally resigned from my pastorate in January 1987. I was
placed on the inactive list. After two years on the inactive list
Carlisle Presbytery set aside my ordination with the possibility of
picking it up again if I could ever serve another church. I retain my
ordination in the Universal Life Church. I continued to marry
people for a few years, until it became too hard on my health.



Love Without Limit

158

My interest in church camping continued throughout my
ministry. I served on and chaired the Carlisle Presbytery Camping
Committee, counseled, directed, and served as Chaplain at various
camps. When Camp Michaux closed I headed the committee that
negotiated our merger with two other presbyteries in Camp
Krislund. I wrote the “History of Presbytery Camping” for A
Bicentennial History of the Presbytery of Carlisle, published in 1986.  I
also wrote a poem entitled “Relationships” at Camp Krislund. I
later submitted the poem to a poetry contest where it won
honorable mention and was published in Days of Future’s Past in
1989.

Each summer on vacation I would camp in the National Parks
of  the U.S. and Canada. Ranger hikes and campfire talks sparked
my concern for the environment. I recycled all my waste and started
the first newspaper recycling in the county.

In response to the Arab oil boycott of 1972, I insulated the
manse and the church, installed storm windows, and constructed
solar heating panels on the manse. I also invented some electric
socks to keep my feet warm as I turned the thermostat back to 60
degrees. I bought a bicycle and began using it or walking for house
calls. I sometimes hitchhiked to hospital calls.

My hobbies were very practical. I did the maintenance and
repairs on my vehicles. I did woodworking, plumbing and electrical
work, as well as repairing radios and TVs. I was an organic gardener
and even saved my own seed from year to year. I studied eatable
wild plants and other survival skills in the wild. All these hobbies
ended when my back went bad in 1982. I fell back on reading
which I had always enjoyed, although this was limited because of
my inability to sit long. When I finally invented an infinitely
adjustable back rest I was able to sit enough to do more reading.

When I resigned from the church in 1987 I still did not accept
the reality of my disability. I thought I might be able to teach
school because teachers stand most of the time. I used my
certification to teach high school physics and mathematics to work
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as a substitute teacher. I was tentatively hired to teach Physics full
time at John Harris High School in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, but
I failed the physical because of my back problems. I soon found
that substitute teaching was also beyond my ability.

That summer I passed a course certifying me to be a District
Justice in Pennsylvania and worked two hours a day in that office
for a while. I found that even this was too much for my back.

I started walking and swimming when I was able. I suffered a
series of other health problems. Finally I was able to crawl out of
the hole enough to volunteer at the Juniata County Library for a
few hours a week. I had served as secretary of the library board for
about six years in the early 1970s.

When some of the people at the library learned I had written
a book many years ago, they read it and urged me to get it
published. The idea that writing might be a way to continue my
ministry, which was cut short by my disability, led me to start
writing a weekly religious column in Standard-Journal Newspapers
of Milton, Pennsylvania. The column has been well received and I
feel heartened that I am able to reach out and help people again.

I hope that my book, Love Without Limit, offers some service
and guidance to others. The book is only an attempt to pass on
some of the blessings and love I have felt from God and other
people.

Walter E. Williams
McAlisterville, Pennsylvania 2003
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