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The First Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia February 24, 2019 
Rev. Dr. Baron Mullis Genesis 45:3-11, 15; Psalm 37:1-11, 39-40; Luke 6:27-38 

The Golden Rule and the Bad News of the Gospel 

I want to tell you about Russell Kerr.  I will be floored if any of you have heard of him.  He 
was never famous.  He authored, to my knowledge, only one book: A history of the congregation 
he served for most of his ministry.  He never held office, he never won a Nobel Prize or heard 
any other accolades beyond a round of applause when he retired.  He was about my 
grandparents’ age, and died in Montreat at the age of 87 after a long and fulfilling life, including 
some thirty years serving as the pastor of Philadelphia Presbyterian Church in Mint Hill, North 
Carolina, the church where I grew up.  I got to thinking about him as I read our Gospel lesson for 
this week. 

I got to thinking about him because if ever there was one, Mr. Kerr was a man straight out of 
Luke 6. 

I know he had his prejudices.  I know I hold some theological convictions dear that he would 
disagree with whole-heartedly, or at least he would have then.  But what I remember of him was 
that he strived to engage the world with kindness and fairness. 

Let me tell you a couple of stories about him. 

We had children’s sermons at Philadelphia Church; they were popular in those days.  I can’t 
say that I remember learning really anything from them, but here’s what I do remember: when I 
was four, shortly after my parents discovered that I hear only in my right ear, and not all that 
well at that, Mr. Kerr started putting his left hand down on the chancel step as he sat down and 
saved that seat until I got there next to him.  Only he and I knew.  The man was a minister for 
forty years, and that is one of two things that I remember about him: a hand on the step. 

The other thing I remember is something he told me much later.  When I was an 
undergraduate, I had to write a thesis for a scholarship that I had, and I was interested in the 
ways that clergy had led, or failed to lead, during the era of the Civil Rights movement.  So, I 
undertook to capture and analyze an oral history of the role of Presbyterian clergy in the civil 
rights struggle in Mecklenburg County, North Carolina. 

The topic sounds far grander than the eventual paper was, but in the course of my research, I 
contacted twelve ministers, both white and black, and asked them to sit down with me and 
answer some questions that I would like to ask them about things they did or did not do regarding 
how the church related to racism and segregation in the sixties. 

Now, it helps to know that Mecklenburg County, North Carolina wasn’t exactly a hotbed of 
liberalism during the nineteen-sixties – it took a Supreme Court order to finally complete the 
integration of the schools in Charlotte.  But the Woolworth’s lunch counter was just a short 
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distance away and so churches were brought, if not face-to-face with the issues of segregation, at 
least into the neighborhood of asking some questions. 

So, I asked Mr. Kerr about how my childhood church did. 

He replied, “Well, you have to remember that we were just a farming community in those 
days… We weren’t a congregation of intellectuals, so we didn’t go deep into the matter.  But there 
was a time when another white church down the road from us refused to seat a black couple who 
came to worship… So, I brought our session together to make sure they would do the right thing 
if that were to happen in our church.  When I brought the session together, I really expected there 
to be more discussion on it, but one of the elders looked at me and said, ‘Well, that’s silly question 
for us to have a meeting about.  If someone comes to church, no matter who they are, we’re going 
to seat them if they want to worship.’” 

I love the church in which I grew up, but I’ll confess that wasn’t the answer I expected.  He 
went on, “You see, in these rural farming communities, we didn’t have the luxury of thinking we 
were somehow independent of one another, no matter what the color of our skin.  I don’t want 
to give you a false impression that we were somehow better than we were, but realistically we 
had to get along with one another.” 

Then he got a twinkle in his eye, and he said, “Well, there was this one woman.  She was 
wealthy, as far as our town went, she owned a lot of the land that our tenant farmers farmed, and 
she had a maid, who was black.  And she was always going on about how her maid should 
address people, and what she really meant was how her maid should address white people.  So, 
every time I called her house, I would say to the maid, ‘Please tell her that Russell Kerr called.’   

I said it that way because I knew that it would stick a pin in her that I didn’t expect her maid 
call me “Mr. Kerr.”   

He was a man straight out of Luke 6.  Maybe you know someone who lives as if they just 
stepped out of the pages of the sermon on the plain?   

I’m talking about those people who engage the world with a fundamental respect for those 
they encounter, and a basic empathy for those whose life circumstances have damaged or 
disadvantaged them.   

This passage of Luke’s Gospel narrative gathers together a handful of sayings that are 
sprinkled through the synoptic Gospels, and by gathering them together, amplifies them and 
clarifies how they are meant to be taken.  And taken together, they call for a way of life that is 
marked by avoiding judgment of others and treating others with basic kindness.   

Indeed, Fred Craddock writes in a rather tongue-in-cheek interpretation, “Luke says literally, 
‘Stop judging,’ and ‘Stop Condemning,’ indicating that in the audience there were those who 
handled life’s inequities and injustices by judging and condemning those whom God seems to be 
letting off the hook.  Apparently, God’s gracious and forgiving treatment of others leaves the 
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work of judging unattended and so we must take care of it.  Or so it seems to many who are not 
comfortable in a kingdom where parties are given for prodigals and where tax collectors and 
sinners are welcome at table.”1 

Many of the sayings that Luke gathers together in Jesus’s Sermon on the Plain are also present 
in Matthew’s Gospel as the Sermon on the Mount.  Indeed, the two are often conflated as though 
they are one – but they aren’t, and the intended point of each is different.  Just as Matthew’s 
version begins with the beatitudes, those “Blessed are you…” statements, so too does Luke’s.  But 
here’s the twist: Where Matthew is setting up a discourse on the law and its ethical demands 
upon our lives, Luke is setting up a series of stories of grace, and the demands that those stories 
place on our lives. 

In the verses before what we read this morning, we find familiar words – but with a twist.  
Where Matthew simply says, “Blessed are you if,” Luke adds this, “Woe to you if…” 

And the implication is clear: if we cannot see the grace of God at work in the world, our lives 
will be immeasurably poorer.  

Years ago, I was at a conference on worship in Indianapolis and Dr. Cornelius Plantinga was 
the preacher of the day.  I’ve never forgotten a turn of phrase that he used in his sermon that day.  
He said roughly this, “We are all familiar with the good news of the Gospel: That Christ died for 
our sins… that he was raised from the dead by the glory of the father so that we, too, might walk 
in newness of life… that by the grace of God, we are forgiven.  We all know the good news of the 
Gospel.” 

But then he said this, “I’m not sure we recognize that there is a shadow side to that… it’s the 
bad news of the Gospel.  And it goes like this: We have to give up what we most wish to hold.  If 
it’s our pet prejudices, we have to give them up.  If it’s our wealth that stands between us and the 
good news, we have to give it up.  The bad news of the Gospel is that God actually expects us to change.”   

You know, Luke wouldn’t have written all that down if it wasn’t important.  People were just 
as apt to judge then as now.  People were just as apt to look out for themselves first then as now… 
I don’t think it’s any great mystery why the great faiths of the world hold in common something 
as simple as the Golden Rule.  It’s because people are people, and we need reminding that we 
don’t have the luxury of treating anyone as expendable, as if that is any luxury at all. 

The stories of grace in Luke’s gospel are extravagant.  Indeed, a dear friend of mine has said 
that if he could only give someone who wanted to learn what Christian faith is about one chapter 
of Scripture to read, it would be Luke 15, the parables of the lost.  Those are the stories of the lost 
coin, the lost sheep and the lost child, and the lengths to which God goes to recover them.   

																																																								
1 Fred Craddock.  Luke in Intepretation; Mays, Miller and Achtemeier, eds.  (JKP: Louisville, 1990) p91 
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I would go so far as to say they are the “story version” of the “teaching version” we read 
today… God actually expects us to live like people out of Luke 6.   

We find our understanding of God in the Bible.  And you just don’t read it and study it and 
preach from it for years and years without developing some love of the text.  People say all kinds 
of things about the Bible.  You know, the B-I-B-L-E, that’s the book for me… or Basic-Instructions-
Before-Leaving-Earth… clever I suppose, but not that profound.  No, the best description I have 
ever heard of the Bible is not that it’s a playbook, or an instruction manual, but rather that it’s a 
love-letter.   

The story of faith is the story of God’s love affair with creation… and with humankind in 
particular.  God loves all of creation, and God gave humankind the chance to show that we 
understand what the love of God looks like.   

And that love-letter tells us that God treated us with respect even when we didn’t deserve it.  
That God treated us with love, especially when we didn’t deserve it, that God, in Jesus Christ, 
treated us with empathy, when we least deserved it.   

The calling of God’s people is to do likewise.   

God treats the world with a fundamental kindness, and God invites us to see it, to know it, and 
to do likewise. 

Oh, it doesn’t stop being true if we don’t see the grace of God at work in the world and in our 
own lives, but what a difference it makes for us when we do! 

It’s like putting on a pair of glasses with new lenses… Instead of hardness, we see kindness.  
Instead of indifference, we engage with one another.  Instead of suffocating egotism, we recognize 
the value of the other.   

Instead of sin, we see grace.  That’s the kind of change God wants. 

The Golden Rule, and really all of the wisdom of the Sermon on the Plain, isn’t that complex.  
It’s not that hard to understand.  It’s one of those moments where what the Bible says and what 
it means are just as plain as day.  The only thing left is to live with it.   

There is an essay that I love that Anne Lamott shared recently… she writes,  

“I came out from visiting my aunt Eleanor yesterday, having very carefully locked my car 
before going in—well, except for this one tiny door, which I’d left wide open. I am doing stuff 
like this more and more—spacing out, forgetting, misplacing things, not being able to remember 
names…  

…But what if, as a radical act, I err on the side of trust? What if I live in the decision to trust 
life and goodness—and not just because my purse and phone were sitting there nicely like 
passengers on the seat beside the wide-open door?  
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…I’m leaving in a minute to teach my minuscule Sunday School class, today’s lesson based 
on a bumper sticker I saw that read, “Love gods me;” God and Goodness as verbs. 

Right now I absolutely know that no matter what happens to this steel trap mind of mine, and 
a body that is both miraculous and scary, and a country that is in more dire shape than anyone 
alive can remember, we will see each other through. We always have, always will. If you’re 
having a day that seems to argue the opposite, remember that the whole systems works because 
we’re not all nuts on the same day. You’ll be okay again—maybe right after lunch—and in the 
meantime, practice radical self-care—tea, baths, naps. Remember John Lennon saying that in the 
end, everything will be all right, and if it isn’t, it isn’t the end. Remember that if you want to feel 
blessed, be a blessing. As my friend Father Tom hammers into me monthly, we do what is 
possible. (I hate this. I would prefer to do that which would fix everything.) Some days we rise 
up; (then later we nappers lie down,) we serve the poor and lonely, savor nature, and as Wendell 
Berry wrote, ‘Lie easy in the shade. Rest your head in her lap.’”  She concludes, “I love that.”2 

Don’t you just love that? 

Well, that’s what God calls us to do, for others, and ourselves. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen. 

																																																								
2 Anne Lamott, Jan 27, 2019.  Editing for brevity indicated by ellipsis.   


