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Sermon – February 20, 2011 

“CPR for the Soul: Creating Purpose” 

Rev. Gwen Drake 
 

 

Scripture Reading:   Matthew 5:38-48 

Jesus lived in an ‘Eye for eye, tooth for tooth’ world.  We live in a fight or flight kind of 

world.   If someone threatens to harm us, we are going after them or we are running as fast 

as we can the other way.  The classical interpretation of this passage has done Jesus a 

disservice.  So we either choose to ignore the whole passage, or, we believe Jesus is telling 

us to be docile, inert, compliant, allowing those who abuse us to walk all over us.  ―Turn the 

other cheek‖ is taken to mean become a doormat for Jesus.  ―Give your undergarment as 

well‖ has encouraged people to hand over the last thing they own.  ―Going the second mile‖ 

has been turned into a platitude meaning nothing more than extend yourself, do more, a lot 

more. 

So Eugene Peterson‘s words from Jesus is refreshing, asking us a question: ―Is that going 

to get us anywhere?‖  What we don‘t often realize is that Jesus was giving an alternative, 

counter-intuitive way to handle people whose whole desire was to take advantage of others, 

anyone who would let them.  Fight or flight wasn‘t going to work.  That‘s a reaction.  Jesus 

gave people a plan, a third way, a creative way.     

Turn the other cheek.  Don‘t hit back at all.  Stand there and take it.  Take a self-defense 

class.  Because what you learn in a self-defense class, is your attacker is counting on you to 

not have a plan, to panic and to freeze.  Jesus is saying, meet your attacker with courage, 

with strength, with imagination, don‘t be the victim, and don‘t become the abuser either.  

Now, this is very dangerous stuff, Jesus is talking about here.  It was back then and it is 

today.  We live in a dangerous world.  We live in a world that is not safe.  Some people 

spend their whole life planning for the worst, all the time.  Do you know people like that?  I 

do.  And they are not fun to hang around.  Jesus was saying, ―Hey, if someone takes a swing 

at you, see if they will do it again.‖  Do you really believe he was serious here?  I don‘t.  I 
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think he was trying to get people to think differently and more creatively about the state of 

their lives.  Walter Wink is a recent scholar who really takes this passage apart in detail.  I 

had a workshop with him many years ago, at the beginning of my ministry.  And he actually 

had us get up and act out these three situations, showing us that Jesus wasn‘t being passive 

here.  Jesus was being creatively counter-active.  ‘Don’t hit back at all.’ If someone strikes 

you, stand there and take it.  If someone drags you into court and sues for the shirt off your 

back, gift wrap your best coat and make a present of it.  And if someone takes unfair 

advantage of you, use the occasion to practice the servant life. No more tit-for-tat stuff.  Live 

generously.”  Live generously. What would it take for us to live generously?   

I think it means to not hold back, it would mean recognizing and creating purpose in your 

life, rather than simply reacting to what ever is thrown at you.  Are we living generously, 

extravagantly generous lives?  What would that look like if we did?  Jesus says, you would 

find ways where you were never the victim, even if someone hauled off and slugged you.    

What do you do when someone is being rude, or taking liberties, pushing our patience, 

taking advantage of you?  Jesus says that is the time for a pause, a deep breath, a quiet 

prayer and the audacity to live generously.  And we do that by recognizing and creating 

purpose in our lives. 

Jesus does not want us to be doormats.  Jesus is not telling us to let ourselves get ripped 

off and exploited.  He is telling us to live generously, meaning for us to be catalysts for 

change, to make a difference.  He is calling us to stand up, wise up, and grow up.  Be the 

people God created you to be. 

And then Jesus tells us to not just love our friends, love our enemies. Eugene Peterson 

who is really good at putting words in Jesus‘ mouth says, ―Let your enemies bring out the 

best in you, not the worst.”  I‘m wondering if the definition of enemy is someone who is 

able to bring out the worst in ourselves.  And then there is the expression, ―I am my own 

worst enemy.‖  It‘s true, isn‘t it?  Jesus is telling us to get over ourselves, for God‘s sake.    

Grow up.  You’re kingdom subjects.  Now live like it.  Live out your God-created identity. 

Live generously and graciously toward others, the way God lives toward you.” 

This passage is one of the most sobering, challenging and wonderful moments that Jesus 

shares with his disciples.  So I asked my Facebook friends what causes them to really step 

out in life.  Here is what they said:  Parents, through their own example most of the time.  

Other people too, the ones who can see possibilities when we see limitations in ourselves.  

Another comment to my question was:  Loving and believing in what you are doing makes it 

a natural thing to go the extra step.  And when we love what we are doing, it isn‘t drudgery 

to go the extra step.  Others mentioned family and love and witnessing generosity in others 
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and seeing your impact on others by what you do.  Someone said ―need.‖  Someone said, 

―the unknown.‖  Someone said, ―Opportunity and hope for something better.‖  Someone 

said, ―Cold, hard cash.‖  Then ―just kidding‖ in parenthesis.  Following that comment about 

cash, someone added, ―You don‘t have to be kidding…nothing wrong with cash and the 

flexibility to live passionately it provides.‖  And another said, ―passion, excitement, 

curiosity, synergy, being asked, being challenged, making a significant contribution, helping 

to create something new and creative and of value, working with someone I admire and 

respect, it has to ignite the heart and compel the head.‖ 

I tell you, if we live our lives this way, with passion and excitement and generosity, then 

it would take a whole lot to knock us down and leave us with nothing.  We would not be 

living a life just getting by with the minimum.  We would give life our all—110%.  Not 

necessarily by doing more either, but by standing tall, and laughing more, and looking for 

beauty.  And not just in ourselves either, although that‘s a start.  We would notice it in other 

people.   

We don‘t have to live reactively.  We can live creatively with purpose.  We can live 

wisely.  We can live generously. 

―Babette‘s Feast‖ is a simple film with many layers, much like Jesus‘ teachings through 

parables.  It 1987 is won the Best Foreign Language award.  The story is set in a small 

village on the west coast of Denmark, isolated and lonely. The era is the late nineteenth 

century. The main characters are two now elderly spinsters, Phillipa and Martine, daughters 

of a priest/prophet Protestant father who followed a strict puritanical rule, teaching salvation 

through self-denial. He had been loved and feared by the villagers and, since his death, the 

daughters had carried out father‘s traditions of selflessness, the single life and good works. 

The village is stark – all white and grey; the weather is wet and wild. It often snows. The 

villagers dress in simple, subdued clothing; their homes are sparse and functional and their 

lives are regulated by simple and familiar routines. They come together to attend meetings, 

hear a spiritual message and sing their familiar hymns in the Pastor‘s house.  

There are few interruptions from the outside world.  And they are significant.  Many 

years earlier, a soldier who was staying with his aunt in the village was dazzled by the 

beauty of one of the daughters and the director of the Paris Opera House believed he had 

found a new opera Diva in the other daughter.  Both men dreamed of wonderful lives with 

these women.  The men both left deeply disappointed yet forever changed, because the two 

sisters chose their father‘s wishes and stayed in the village.  

Another outsider, Babette enters the story after the father has died and the sisters are the 

spiritual heads of the small religious community.  Babette becomes a servant, seeking refuge 

in the small village from the civil war in France.  She learns to prepare a very simple meal 
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and serves them for several years with only one connection to Paris, a friend who renews her 

lottery ticket regularly. 

Meanwhile, the community becomes a group of people harboring grievances against each 

over small matters.  The sisters are not able to keep the peace and the bickering continues.  

Then Babette gets a letter from Paris informing her she won the lottery and in the letter was 

10,000 francs.  The sisters start believing Babette will leave the community.  However, 

Babette has another plan.  She offers to cook an authentic French meal in honor of their 

father‘s 100th birthday.  The sisters protest.  They were going to have what they always 

have—a simple meal.  When Babette tells the sisters she has never asked anything of them, 

the sisters reluctantly consent.  And the preparations begin.  The sisters watch and become 

more and more alarmed as they lose control and authority of what is happening fearing that 

Babette is preparing some kind of sacrilegious, scandalous witches brew especially when 

they see a very large tortoise hauled into their kitchen. 

So the sisters and villagers make a pact to eat the meal, but not enjoy it and not say one 

word as if they had all lost their sense of taste.  Meanwhile, one of the disappointed men, 

now an illustrious general is visiting his aunt in the village and is invited.  The general 

questions the choices he made in life as he prepares for the meal.   

The feast Babette prepared is resplendent as was the general in uniform.  The finest wine 

is served followed by real turtle soup.  The general is astonished by the wine and each course 

brought to him.  The other guests eat quietly and blankly as agreed.  One of the women sips 

a glass of champagne which she wonders, is this some kind of lemonade?  Exotic food and 

drink are consumed and the guests (except for the general) talk about the weather and the 

wisdom of the pastor who was being honored.  

During Babette‘s feast something remarkable happens, something miraculously.  The 

contrasts that were heightened in the community become magically blurred between good 

and evil, sacred and profane, faith and doubt, loyalty and betrayal.  The opposites fade and 

conflicts are resolved into signs of reconciliation over this extraordinary, extravagant feast.  

And the general speaks these words, the same words of the Pastor, ―Mercy and truth, my 

friends, have met together.  Righteousness and bliss shall kiss one another.‖  The meaning of 

his words is displayed in this heavenly banquet, when the ethical, the sensual, and the 

mystical came together in one experience.  Babette, their servant finally reveals to the sisters 

who she was and is.  She was a famous chef in Paris.  And this night she realized she was an 

artist longing for an opportunity to express her creative genius. The real story of ―Babette‘s 

Feast‖ is about the question of ‗self‘ and life purpose.  Babette gave all that she had, all 

10,000 francs, to the village, to express her artistry and her purpose to those who had taken 

her in when she needed a safe haven.  She, as well as many of the other characters, found 

who they were and their true purpose in life.  Also, Babette‘s feast was a catalyst for 

bringing out the best of everyone in the village and drawing them back into community with 

each other.  Babette‘s feast was a catalyst for Babette to find once again the artist inside 

herself.  She gave everything she had to express herself and in the end chose to remain with 

the sisters in the village as their servant.  Babette gained her soul, and so did the village 

people. 
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When Jesus said what he did, he was saying to his disciples, be who you are and don‘t let 

anyone take that from you.  Not those who despise you, not those who want you to be 

something else, not those who try to take from you.  When you are yourself, no one can take 

that from you.  Be yourself, live who you are generously, follow your dreams and your 

passions. Jesus is calling you forth, all of you.  Be courageous, stand up for yourself and 

others, and know that this is what God wants for you, and that God is with us every step of 

the way.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.   
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