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Does your family or did they in the past have discussions about the 

thermostat? Some like it hotter and some like it colder. If your system 

is working, whatever temperature you set on the thermostat is what 

you get. Unlike a thermometer that takes your temperature to see if 

you’re sick or have a fever, you have control over the thermostat in 

your home or apartment usually. Jesus was asking his followers to be 

more like a thermostat. We get to set the temperature. We don’t just 

react to what happens to us; we set the attitude and the response. We 

have a sense of control. No matter what the other person does, we 

can decide to live the Golden Rule and treat others as we would like to 

be treated with respect and love. 

 

The Golden Rule is a part of Jesus’ Sermon on the Plain. We had the 

first part of the sermon last week with the Blessings of the poor and 

crying and the Woes of the rich and laughing among other things. We 

only did a third of the sermon last week. Jesus did not stop with the 

Woes, in case the poor or others who thought they might take matters 

into their own hands and make the Woes happen. Jesus continued the 

sermon with a lesson on loving your enemies, and doing good to 

those who hate you. “Bless those who curse you, pray for those who 

abuse you. If anyone strikes you on the cheek, offer the other also.” 

Be merciful.  

 

These are really hard teachings. Imagine if they were lived out, radical 

life-altering change would happen. There is a story from the Jewish 

philosophical writings called the Talmud about an unbeliever who first 

approaches Rabbi Shemai and says to him, “If you can teach me to 



recite the entire Torah while standing on one foot, I’ll become a 

believer,” and Rabbi Shemai, the crabby one, hits him on the head 

with a cane. So the unbeliever goes to Rabbi Hillel, the cheerful one, 

and says the same thing to him. Rabbi Hillel responds, “What is 

hateful to you do not do to another. Now go and study” because it is a 

lifelong pursuit. Jesus would have been a little boy when Rabbi Hillel 

died. Jesus of course changes it a little and makes it even harder: Do 

unto others as you would have them do to you making it a proactive 

command. Even to love those who have done us wrong.  

 

I was thinking of stories where people have loved those who hated 

them. I thought of Elizabeth Elliot whose husband was killed by 

cannibals in Eastern Ecuador while a missionary. Later she spent 2 

years serving as a missionary to the same tribe who had killed her 

husband.  

  

Our Old Testament passage today gives us another example of 

blessing those who meant you harm. Joseph was the favored son of 

his father Jacob, and he bragged about that to his brothers. His father 

made him a coat of many colors, and he wore it proudly. His brothers 

plotted to kill him, but ended up selling him into slavery instead. He 

was taken down to Egypt and through a series of events ended up in a 

high position of power in Egypt. Years later, his brothers left Canaan 

where there was a great famine, and they came to Egypt asking for 

help.  

 

Our passage today is the climax of the story when Joseph reveals 

himself to his brothers who had betrayed him. Joseph sent everyone 

away except for his brothers. Joseph “wept so loudly that the 

Egyptians heard it, and the household of Pharaoh heard it.” Joseph 

revealed his identity to his brothers. Then he says, “Come closer to 

me.” And they came closer. He said, “I am your brother, Joseph, 



whom you sold into Egypt. And now do not be distressed or angry with 

yourselves, because you sold me here; for God sent me before you to 

preserve life…. So it was not you who sent me here but God; he has 

made me a father to Pharaoh, and lord of all his house and ruler over 

all the land of Egypt.” 

 

A few important points here: Joseph names what his brothers did- 

“You sold me into slavery.” He voices what has been done to him, and 

does not hide or cover this up. In order for forgiveness and 

reconciliation to truly happen, the truth must be out there on the table. 

You did this to me. BUT Joseph forgives and has mercy on his 

brothers. He brings them closer and controlling his own narrative as 

the victim, he says how God’s hand was in this. It is NOT for the 

abuser or the one who did the wrong to point out how God used the 

violence or even any bad that has happened. The person doing the 

forgiving owns the story and its interpretation.  

 

Sometimes it is not possible to talk about wrongs with the person who 

has wronged you. In order to find peace we have to give this to God. 

Nelson Mandela after years of being imprisoned for his work in South 

Africa, said, “As I walked out the door toward the gate that would lead 

to my freedom, I knew if I didn't leave my bitterness and hatred 

behind, I'd still be in prison.” As humans made in the image of God, 

we have the ability to respond the way we choose. We can choose 

love and forgiveness and it’s for our own good. 

 

Joseph’s forgiveness of his brothers allows them to have a future. 

Forgiveness and love are powerful. 

Jesus’ teaching on forgiveness was not a new teaching for his Jewish 

audience but an important one to remember.  

 

 



Jesus said, “Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.” 

We are merciful out of gratitude for the mercy that has been shown to 

us by God. Jesus also said, “Do not judge. Do not condemn.” “The 

measure you give will be the measure you get back.” 

 

Love is complicated. I was so touched by this story of unlikely love 

that I heard years ago on NPR. 

Olly Neal grew up in Arkansas during the 1950s. He didn’t care much 

for high school. One day during his senior year, he cut class — and 

wandered into the school library. 

As he told his daughter, Karama, recently, he stumbled onto a book 

written by African-American author Frank Yerby. And the discovery 

changed the life of a teenage boy who was, in Neal’s memory, “a 

rather troubled high school senior.”… 

There was just one problem: If Neal took the book to the checkout 

counter, he was sure that the girls who worked on the counter would 

tell his friends. 

“Then my reputation would be down, because I was reading books,” 

Neal said. “And I wanted them to know that all I could do was fight and 

cuss.” 

A week or two later, Neal had finished the book — so he brought it 

back to the library, careful to replace it in the same spot he had found 

it. 

“And when I put it back, there was another book by Frank Yerby,” Neal 

said. 

“So I thought, ‘Maybe I’ll read that, too.’ So I took it under my jacket,” 

Neal said. 

“Later, I brought it back, and there was — by God, there was another 

book by Frank Yerby. So I took it.” 

He read four of Yerby’s books that semester — checking out none of 

them. 



But Neal’s sneaky behavior turned out not to have been so sneaky 

after all. 

Attending his 13-year high school reunion, Neal ran into the school’s 

librarian, Mildred Grady…. 

“She told me that she saw me take that book when I first took it,” Neal 

said. 

“She said, ‘My first thought was to go over there and tell him, boy, you 

don’t have to steal a book, you can check them out — they’re free.’ 

“Then she realized what my situation was — that I could not let 

anybody know I was reading.” 

Grady told Neal she decided that if he was showing an interest in 

books, “she and Mrs. Saunders would drive to Memphis and find 

another one for me to read — and they would put it in the exact same 

place where the one I’d taken was.” 

So, every time Neal decided to take a book home, the pair would set 

off to the city to find another book for him. 

“You’ve got to understand that this was not an easy matter then — 

because this is 1957 and ’58,” Neal said. “And black authors were not 

especially available, No. 1. And No. 2, Frank Yerby was not such a 

widely known author. And No. 3, they had to drive all the way to 

Memphis to find it.” 

But the women’s efforts paid off: Neal went on to attend law school 

and later became a judge, retiring as an appellate judge of the 

Arkansas Court of Appeals. 

When Grady died, her son asked Neal to tell everyone gathered for 

her funeral the story of how the librarian nurtured his reading habit as 

a teenager. 

“I credit Mrs. Grady for getting me in the habit of enjoying reading, so 

that I was able to go to law school and survive,” Neal said. 

 



Jesus’ words move us still. How can we love as Jesus taught? One 

person at a time… One moment at a time… setting the temperature 

ourselves. 


