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I was walking down the street when I ran across this gentleman who looked a little disheveled, a little cold, a little hungry, bundled up against the building on the edge of the sidewalk. As I passed he asked if I had any spare change.

I did. For some reason I had a pocket full of coins. So I reached into my pocket and pulled out a fist full of change. He had a can there for his collection, and I was about to drop everything into the can when I noticed that there were a lot of quarters in my hand. All of a sudden what I thought was spare change turned into dollars. So with my other hand I started to take back some of the change I had planned to put into the can.
Jesus said, “When you give alms, don’t let your left hand know what your right hand is doing.” In other words, don’t keep a record of your good deeds. Record keeping is about adding up how righteous we are so we can feel good about it, or that others might look upon us with admiration and we can take pride. But, Jesus says, true righteousness does not keep a record. It is done in secret so that only God knows.

When one gives in secret (or perhaps another way of saying that is when one gives “from the heart” and doesn’t worry about what it looks like) she reaches into her pocket with her right hand and takes all that’s there and hands it over to meet the need. She does not count it out; that is, her left hand never enters into the transaction. She isn’t interested in “figures.” She is interested in people.

Those who wish to let their left hand in on the transaction give till it hurts, and they always know exactly how badly they are hurt. But loving, generous, kingdom citizens need but one hand with which to make their gifts. They give until it’s gone. And God rewards them by making them even more big-hearted, just as the reward for selfishness is an increasingly selfish, stingy nature.

That is one example that Jesus gives of those who have truly adopted God’s kingdom existence, which is what the Sermon on the Mount is all about. We have taken the last couple of weeks off from the Sermon on the Mount, but we have been studying this unique and instructive piece of Scripture for a while now in worship. Many of you are also studying in your small groups guided by Dallas Willard’s Book The Divine Conspiracy.

What we are learning is that when we speak of the kingdom of God, it is not some future event or entity. God is present now. God’s kingdom is now. The fruits of God’s kingdom can be realized in your life now. But we are also learning that the kingdom of God is not like worldly kingdoms. Blessings don’t come with being in control, having more, being on top. Not that there is anything wrong with being one who is in the position to exercise control, or being the one whose life is blessed with wealth, or being one who is recognized favorably by worldly standards. It is just that it is very hard to be open to the righteousness of God and God’s kingdom priorities when these things dominate your life.

We have heard in the first part of the Sermon on the Mount, that Jesus placed much emphasis upon action in order to show that the kingdom standards of righteousness far exceeded that of the religious establishment of the time. So he urged his disciples to go and be reconciled, to turn the other cheek, to give the shirt off one’s back, to go the second mile, to give without question, to lend without hesitation, to love one’s enemies, to bless one’s persecutors – to take strong, positive action.
But I think Jesus also understood that we could adopt his standard of righteousness for all the wrong reasons. That we could be loving and generous and tolerant and prayerful, if we thought it was the popular thing to do. If we thought it would put us in a good light and gain the respect and honor of people and the world. However, what Jesus is telling us is that acting with righteousness has to do with communing gracefully with God, not gaining the respect of the world.

Motive matters! So when you give alms, don’t let your left hand know what your right hand is doing. Give in secret. When you pray, don’t be wordy and fancy and show off. In fact it is better to lock yourself away and pray in secret. And when you fast (note: Jesus says “when,” not “if”) when you fast, make it look like you are not fasting. There is no point in practicing spiritual disciplines to show others how righteous you are. Spiritual disciplines are a way of working on your relationship with God. And when God sees you practicing spiritual disciplines like alms-giving, praying, and fasting for no other reason than wanting to draw closer to God, that’s when God’s blessing will become evident in your life, even if no one else sees it. And that is something special, just between you and God.

But please note. Jesus did not say that you should do nothing in the public eye. You may remember that Jesus already told his disciples earlier in this Sermon on the Mount that they were to be the light of the world and they must shine before humanity in such a way that people might see them and glorify God.

You know as well as I do how hard it is to keep secrets. Our deeds do not hide our motives for long. Who we are in the heart eventually is amplified in our being, and all of our words and deeds will not be able to cover up our intentions. And so Jesus admonishes us to practice our righteousness in secret, that it become a thing of the heart, so that when live our righteousness before humanity it will not be for the purpose of winning the worlds accolades, but that God might be pleased with our kingdom living.

The story is told of a man who lost his composure and cursed in the presence of his pastor. After an embarrassed silence, he looked sheepishly at the pastor and said, “Oh, it’s all right, pastor. I cuss a little and you pray a little, but neither one of us means anything by it.”

When you give, when you pray, when you fast, do so in secret that it might mean something – God’s kingdom on earth as it is in heaven.
THE SECRET LIFE OF A SAINT


Sunday, November 7, 2010, Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
Sermon Series on Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount




First United Methodist Church of Ann Arbor


Page 2

