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Jeremiah 17:5-10; I Corinthians 15:12-20; Luke 6:17-26 

 
i. For much of the 1980s I served as the pastor of the First Presbyterian Church of Poplar, Montana 

– which is located on the Fort Peck Indian Reservation in the Northeast corner of that huge state 
– about 50 miles South of the Canadian line and 40 miles West of North Dakota – the joke up 
there from the Dakota and Assiniboine people and the non-Native American people as well was, 
“It’s not the end of the world, but you can see it from here” In that vast setting, I was officially a 
member of Yellowstone Presbytery which covers about 2/3 of the state and also I was a 
corresponding member of non-geographical, cultural Dakota Presbytery which overlaps other 
presbyteries in 5 expansive states. I was part of Dakota Presbytery because in addition to my 
duties to my called congregation, I also was moderator to seven Dakota Presbytery churches 
which we “close” to my community in Poplar. “Close” was defined as anything within a radius of 
75 miles. I was blessed to form a lot of enduring friendships in that setting among both the Native 
American and the non-Native American peoples. People in that part of the country, where the 
winters could last from October until April and the temperatures could drop to 70° below zero after 
hanging for weeks around 40 below were almost universally concerned for the welfare of their 
neighbors. Among the Dakota and Assiniboine this was frequently coupled with an extravagant 
generosity that seemed out of place with the “paycheck to paycheck” economy within which most 
of them lived. 

A. I remember once visiting in the home of one of the elders of the Red Eagle Church.  He ushered 
me into his basement study and had me sit in a chair that he said he had just purchased for that 
space. We talked for a while about the business of the Red Eagle Church and as I was getting up 
to leave, I made a casual remark that the new chair was very comfortable. I said my goodbyes to 
the family – which in a Dakota home can take more than a little time, and I drove home. 

B. The following morning, early, around 8:30, there was a knock on our door, and I was surprised to 
see Elder Buck Elk standing there with two of his sons – and the chair that had been in his study. 
He said that I had liked it so much that he wanted me to have it for my study – so that I could 
write “Good Sermons” 

C. They all had the brightest smiles and were so happy to be gifting a valued possession 
D. And I made a mental, unwritten, rule to never show too much interest in any household 

possession in any Native American home again.     
 

II. In 40-odd years of ministry I served in a number of settings and situations – all of which had their 
particular sometimes written – but often unwritten “rules to live by”. 

A. At the San Francisco Suicide prevention Hotline, we never used the phrase, “I know how you 
feel” when speaking to a caller because it could too often escalate their already high level of 
stress, “Nobody understands how I feel…” 

B. In Kansas, as the visitation pastor to hospitals in a time before transplants and other 
breakthrough treatments, where whole floors of all three of Wichita’s major hospitals were 
devoted to end-stage kidney dialysis – one in my position never began  a visit with, “How are you 
feeling today?” because that was the first thing that medical personnel would say, and we found 
that we could have a much more soul touching conversation if we asked if we could begin with a 
prayer…”How are you feeling?” led to topics of physical treatment. Prayer was much more 
inviting of discussions about spiritual wholeness and preparation for eternal things. 



C. At the state prison in Ontario, Oregon – you didn’t dress in Jeans and a single-colored shirt 
because that made you look too much like an inmate and you didn’t carry anything made of metal 
because if lost it might be found and turned into a weapon. 

D. In Nebraska, your favorite color was RED, and your favorite team was the cornhuskers no matter 
if your school colors were green and gold and you called yourself a hornet – that’s Cal State 
University, Sacramento.    

 
III. Rules to live by – people naturally search for them and mostly do their best to follow them…often 

for people of faith they include   
A. The 10 Commandments – which Moses received from God as a gift on Mt. Sinai   
B. The Golden Rule “do unto others as you want to be treated”   
C. The Summary of the Law – Love the lord with all your heart mind, soul, and strength and love 

your neighbor as yourself. 
 

IV. The rules I’ve made for myself over the years have served me pretty well – you probably have 
some of your own that serve you equally as well – they are often helpful guides for life that can 
keep us out of embarrassing or even dangerous situations; but as with several instances in our 
scriptures, sometimes “the rules” can become the focus of our life rather than the handholds we 
grab onto to keep our balance in a challenging moment.  

A. Jesus, “what must I DO to inherit eternal life?” said a rich young man. 
B. Jesus, “Teach us (the proper way) to pray” 
C. Jesus, “Which (of the 10) is the greatest commandment? 
D. Practically all of Jewish society in the time of Jesus was focused around doing the rules properly. 
E. And without wishing to be critical of anyone’s faith, a great deal of many religions is their devotion 

to living life by the rules.  
 

V. I believe that Jesus began his ministry with the Beatitudes because he wanted us to come to God 
rather than attain perfection in our performance of (even helpful) rules. In the Beatitudes, he 
acknowledges the struggles of our lives, the realities, of our imperfections, and he makes us 
promises that in spite of it all; God is with us; 
A. Being poor, hungry, mournful, pure of heart, etc. aren’t qualities we have to attain like we 

sometimes treat the “rules of life” that we establish for ourselves or that come along with 
our religious practice. 

1.  All people thirst to fill the emptiness in life when we feel powerless, empty, useless. 
2. Jesus assures us in the Beatitudes that if we come to God with our honest selves, our honest 

desires, our honest fears, we will be received, we will be comforted, we will be loved and we 
will be fulfilled.  

3. The rules of life are fine…but they are not a substitute for God’s open arms of love, 
acceptance, and generosity. 

4. The Beatitudes are Christ’s invitation to enter God’s banquet, no questions asked, no passport 
required, simply because of the desire of God to be in fellowship with us, to walk with us, to 
love us. 
 

Vi.   Rules, Laws, Commandments, etc. are meant to be helpful guides to life. But our practice of them 
is imperfect at best; and our fascination with them too often elevates them to the status of being 
the object of our worship. The Beatitudes are simpler, more basic, the real foundation of having a 
relationship with the Divine – be yourself and let God be with you!  

                                                                                                 – Amen.  
 


