
I have many spiritual mentors. Teresa of Avila, Brother Lawrence, 
John Donne, Howard Thurman, Henri Nouwen, Anne Lamott.  

But just as important to my spiritual development has been the 
mentorship of the incomparable Bob Ross. It was seriously one of 
the highlights of my adult life when Netflix started adding old Bob 
Ross episodes a few months ago.  

If you don’t know Bob Ross, you should. He hosted a TV program 
called The Joy of Painting from 1983 to 1994 that aired on many 
PBS stations, in which he showed his audience how to paint 
landscapes with oils. But art instruction was only part of Bob Ross’ 
gift. Each episode of Bob’s show is a restful refuge in a stormy 
world. Bob’s voice was so soothing and peaceful, his manner so 
gentle and playful, his words so encouraging and uplifting. He had 
stock inspirational phrases that would pop up in each episode as 
he painted, like “In painting, there are no mistakes, just happy 
accidents” or “Beauty is everywhere — you just have to step out and 
see it” or “The secret to doing anything is believing that you can do 
it.”  

His philosophy is so cheesy and ridiculous and, yet as you listen to 
his dulcet voice and watch his easy brushstrokes, you believe every 
word of it.  

I think Netflix added these Bob Ross episodes just in time, because 
these days we all could use a few places and moments to rest, to 
be soothed and encouraged.  

Every day, my inbox is full of emails with subject lines telling me to 
take this action, to sign that petition, to call my senator about that 
appointee. I’m glad for the work of those sending these emails, 
and I’m glad to do even this minimal amount of civic participation. 
And yet, I am becoming aware that these daily doses of political 
emails take their toll.  

We can be overwhelmed by the feeling that no matter how much 
we do, there’s always more we could do. And, relatedly, we can be 
overwhelmed by the feeling that no matter what we do, success is 
limited at best. This is a recipe for despair. And if we succumb to 
that, then we’ll be of no use to anyone.  

At first glance at today’s gospel reading from Matthew, Jesus 
seems to be no refuge for us either. He seems to be giving us just 
more things to do. <Ding> Email from Jesus, subject: give money 
to everyone who asks. <Ding> Email from Jesus, subject: pray for 

your enemies. <Ding> Email from Jesus, subject: go the extra 
mile. <Ding> Email from Jesus, subject: be perfect.  

That last one really comes like a slap in the face, doesn’t it? “Be 
perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” Come on, 
Jesus. Be perfect? Really? Perfect like God is perfect? Give us a 
break.  

This is a challenge of Matthew’s gospel generally. Matthew really 
likes the laws of Judaism. Whereas there are other places in 
Christian scriptures that can lead us to think that Jesus releases us 
from those laws, Matthew has Jesus telling us not so fast. 
Matthew’s Jesus says he has come not to abolish the law but to 
fulfill it. He says not one jot or tittle of the law will be erased.  

And not just that. In today’s gospel and the gospel readings we’ve 
been getting for a couple weeks, we’ve been hearing what is 
sometimes collectively known as Jesus’ “higher righteousness” 
teachings. Not only are we not exempt from the law, we should 
should excel it. In last week’s gospel reading, Jesus says it’s not 
good enough not to murder, but don’t even hate; it’s not good 
enough not to commit adultery, but don’t even lust. Don’t hate, 
don’t lust, don’t insult, don’t divorce, don’t swear, turn the other 
cheek, give up your coat, go the extra mile.  

Just be perfect already, will you? 

Are we despairing yet? 

If there’s one thing I’m certain of when it comes to reading the 
Bible — and one thing might be all I’m willing to be certain of — it 
is that if something in the Bible causes us to despair, then we’re 
not reading it right.  

One thing that can help us when reading Matthew is to keep in 
mind some other things Jesus says in this gospel. Of particular 
interest might be a couple of stories he tells us later on about the 
sabbath, the last day of the week when the law required everyone 
to rest.  

On one sabbath day, Jesus and his disciples were walking through 
a grainfield. As they walked, the disciples got hungry, so they 
started plucking grains and eating them. The Pharisees accused 
them of breaking the law. Jesus defended them by citing other 
scriptural precedents for breaking the sabbath.  

Later that day, Jesus and his disciples entered a synagogue, where 
there was a man with a withered hand. The Pharisees asked Jesus, 
“Is it lawful to cure on the sabbath?” Jesus answered them by 

Sermon February 19, 2017 | The 7th Sunday after the Epiphany 
Text: Matthew 5:38–48  | Preacher: Dan Puchalla



saying that if one of their sheep falls into a pit, who among them 
wouldn’t reach down to save it? If you would save a sheep on the 
sabbath, of course it is lawful to heal a human being on the 
sabbath.  

I mention these stories not to blame the Pharisees instead of 
Jesus, but indeed to praise them both. Rabbinic Judaism, the form 
of Judaism inaugurated by the Pharisees and inherited by our 
contemporary Jewish sisters and brothers, gives the Church some 
desperately needed nuance to Matthew’s apparent legal 
stringency. Central to Rabbinic Judaism is the belief that the law is 
perfect in every detail: every word, every stroke of a letter, is 
exactly as God willed it to be. Just like Matthew says, too.  

And yet, Rabbinic Judaism also holds that the law needs to be 
creatively interpreted and vibrantly debated. There is nothing 
more Pharisaic than Jesus’ arguments for exceptions to the 
sabbath laws. Creative interpretation and vibrant debate are what 
have made the law an organic and indefatigable covenant 
between God and God’s people.  

Let me put it another way: After watching probably hundreds of 
episodes of Bob Ross’ The Joy of Painting in my time, I’ve come to 
realize that he was not interested instructing people to be great 
artists.  

His mission, rather, was to give everyone simple techniques for 
expressing onto the canvass what they dreamed up in their 
imaginations. Episode after episode, he would always say, “This is 
your world. You can make it look anyway you want it.” At the same 
time, the techniques he shared were exact and consistent: 

How to use the pallet knife to make a mountain. How to use a fan 
brush to make evergreens. Use lighter values as you move toward 
the foreground. Keep your angles the same. Pay attention to where 
the light is coming from. Wet paint sticks to dry paint.  

These, in a sense, were his laws for painting.  

I wonder if we can think of God’s law in the same way. The law is 
not a list of regulations and orders from a heavenly autocrat who 
demands perfect and unquestioning obedience. The law is more 
like the basic techniques and tools God has given us for painting a 
more beautiful and just world.  

Indeed, the bulk of today’s gospel consists of Jesus approaching 
the law in this way. Jesus takes the law’s most basic technique for 
justice, an eye for an eye, and paints a vision of a world that 
surpasses such cycles of violence.  

Turn the other cheek, giving your cloak, and going the extra mile 
are not prescriptions for suffering violence gladly. They are not 
ways of saying, “Thank you, sir, may I have another?” They are, 

instead, practices of nonviolent resistance in the face of 
oppressors.  

Let me show you what I mean. 

First, turn the other cheek: In Jesus’ day, if someone hits you on 
the right cheek, that means they’ve hit you with the back of their 
hand. Such a hit is not only violent but demeaning. Back-handed 
slaps were for purported inferiors, closed fists were for equals. If 
someone hits you on the right cheek, they are trying to demean 
you. When Jesus says to offer the other cheek, he’s saying to stand 
up to your hitter by daring him to hit you with a closed fist, and 
thus to make you equals. It’s a way of saying, you may hurt me, but 
you cannot degrade me.  

Second, give your cloak. In Jesus’ time, people typically wore two 
garments, the outer coat and the inner cloak. If someone is suing 
you for your coat, that means you have nothing else they can sue 
you for. If someone really intends to get even this from you, then, 
Jesus is advising, give them your cloak, your inner garment, as 
well — which is to say, strip naked in the street in order to bring 
shame on your creditor. 

Third, go the extra mile: Roman soldiers were legally allowed to 
force locals to carry their packs for one mile. So, if you carry a 
soldier’s pack a second mile, you put him in the position of 
violating the law and being punished.  

If we were to read Jesus as giving us a set of regulations or giving 
us just some more things to do, then we miss what he is actually 
trying to teach us: creative and divinely-inspired ways of thinking 
and acting in the world in order to transform it for the better. 
Faithfulness to the law is license to improvise on it.  

Before I end, I need to come back to that word that feels like a slap 
in the face from Jesus. “Be perfect as your heavenly Father is 
perfect.” As it turns out, the word we translate as “perfect” does not 
mean something that is without faults or mistakes or even happy 
accidents.  

The word teleios means instead something like mature or fulfilled. 
Perhaps it implies a process of growth, learning, and 
experimentation. When Jesus tells us to be perfect in this sense, 
perhaps he is telling us not to worry so much about obeying the 
law as using the law to express onto the canvass of our planet a 
heavenly vision of justice and peace.  

As Bob Ross also often said, “Anything that you're willing to 
practice, you can do.”  

Amen. 


