MATTHEW 5:38-END
A very long time ago, I was working in Ilfracombe in a solicitors firm and about to leave to go to Bideford. The staff had kindly made a collection and for want of putting it somewhere, put it in the safe, which was otherwise empty. That night, the office was burgled. The burglar could not open the safe, so he took it with him. The police found it, still locked, in the boot of a car belonging, in a loose sense of the word, to one of my clients. A partner in the firm went to see him in the cells and explained clearly and distinctly why it was, that despite his request, we were not able to represent him at trial.

You may be aware that in the course of the week, both Holy Cross and Shobrooke Church have had brass stolen. We have lost the candlesticks that match the cross on the high altar and the lectern in the Lady Chapel and Shobrooke has lost its lectern: something of a feat, since it would take at least two people to lift it.

The trouble is, if you take our gospel reading this morning too literally, we should be chasing after the thieves inviting them to take the other brassware as well.

Instead, because of that and other problems, all the brass here now resides in the vestry where it is in the way and is not being brought out because it is too heavy to comfortably move and there are new locks and keys in different places where no-one, that is I, can find them.

We have all come across people who are aggressive and unpleasant and who remark that if we were proper Christians we would give them what they want, whether it’s money or transport or just more.

There is a daughter house of a convent in Bristol that hands out food parcels on Sunday afternoons and for a while I helped there. The carrier bags containing half a dozen items were divided into piles of “with” and “without”, the latter being for those who had no cooking facilities. Those who came (and there were up to fifty) could have a hot drink and a piece of cake and collect their bag. They used to sit and chat, if the weather was reasonable and if they said they had children, a couple of extra tins would be slipped into the bags. Quite often, someone would ask to swop the sardines for corned beef, because they didn’t like them and no-one liked tinned tomatoes much. We helpers were vexed. Should these people be grateful for what they were given, or was it all right to swop to something they liked to eat? Quite often we were pretty sure they lied about having children. Should we challenge them? What about others who missed out because someone took what they were not entitled to have?
I had been knocking about the courts for some years by then and since all young lawyers start at the bottom, I had known plenty of burglars, thieves, drug addicts, muggers and wife beaters. My daily life comprised people whose poverty of mind and circumstance was such that I was reasonably sure I had seen most, if not all of it. That was before I helped in the food parcel queue and found a whole new level of society below even that. One of the helpers was an Irish Protestant, covered with the inky blue tattoos which showed he had been in prison. He had served a long sentence for terrorist offences and became a devout Christian. I spent all of my youth under the threat of bombs going off and being searched before I went into buildings. Here was someone who had been responsible for appalling acts of violence. How was I supposed to love him?
We all know how miserable an experience it is to be criticised, especially when the criticism is deserved, since we are then deprived of the opportunity to fulminate over the unfairness, the wrongness, the mean-spiritedness of the person criticising. One of the things about coming to church and living the Christian life is that we are daily and hourly brought into the understanding and knowledge that as human beings, we fail. Try as we might, we never make it in our own strength. We can’t complain about it, because it’s God. Our gospel passage has Jesus enjoining us to be perfect, as our heavenly Father is perfect. It seems therefore that Jesus is not only expecting us to forgive the thief of our brassware and to chase after him with the chalice cups, but has set us up to fail. No-one’s perfect. It’s impossible. In fact, it’s so impossible it’s not worth even trying. What’s the point? O woe.
Now, we might say, of course, what Jesus really meant was a way of living, a turning around of our lives into the way of love, of making ourselves like God. It’s the only way to grapple with the central truth that the rain falls on the just and the unjust alike. There are many, many people who are richer than we are, have better cars, more beautiful children, more expensive holidays, second homes and cook better. They have the knack of always being in the right place at the right time, read the right books and win the premium bonds. They are not more talented and they don’t work harder. It’s so unfair.
Yes, says God. Life is unfair, but I am just. In a true and absolute sense, it’s all about you. Not in the TV adverts, worldly way of who has what, but who you are. And yes, it’s about justice, which means that people who commit crimes are properly brought to account and properly punished, but it’s restorative justice. This means, not putting people back where they were before, but reconciliation with the other, the ones Jesus sought out and forgave.
But it’s not just words. After all, Jesus not only said the words but lived them out, literally. He loved his enemy and prayed for those who persecuted him. He never refused anyone. Jesus is worth making the effort for. Perfection, like life, is an on-going state. 
What more are we doing?
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