
JESUS ABOUT TOWN: PHILOSOPHY IN THE ROCKIES. A story sermon written and delivered by Rev. Steven Schafer on 

July 5, 2015. Texts: Habakkuk 1:5-11 and Matthew 5: 38-45. 

 

 I majored in philosophy in college. Actually I majored in Political Science and accidently majored in philosophy. 

In my freshman year I took a required philosophy course and thought it fascinating so took another and then another 

and then another until I just happened to have enough for a major by the time I graduated. You really can't do anything 

with a philosophy major, but back in those days we weren't too pragmatic. 

 

 I started college in 1967. Two years later was the first draft lottery for serving in Vietnam. My number was 59. 

That year they drafted young men through 195. I had a student deferment so didn't get called. But I knew the war 

wouldn't be over before I graduated so I would end up being handed my draft notice along with my diploma. 

Consequently, what I majored in - what I prepared for in life - didn't really matter all that much or at least it didn't seem 

very urgent. I had a job all lined up - with Uncle Sam. The year I graduated (1971) they called young men to the draft 

through 125. Somehow number 59 slipped through the cracks and I never heard from the draft board. Sue claims she 

prayed me out. Maybe she did. 

 

 There was a philosopher living at the time named George Santayana who was all the rage in my philosophy 

classes. He said provocative things and caused a lot of people to think about things and issues and life. Some of the 

things he said were pretty complex so never made much of a splash except to us philosophy majors. One of those kinds 

of statements he made appealed to me as a Christian in the midst of whole classes full of atheists, agnostics and cynics 

was: "Experience has repeatedly confirmed that well-known maxim of Bacon's that 'a little philosophy inclines a man's 

mind to atheism, but depth in philosophy brings men's minds about to religion.' At the same time, when Bacon penned 

that sage epigram... he forgot to add that the God to whom depth in philosophy brings back men's minds is far from 

being the same from whom a little philosophy estranges them." See what I mean? Unless you sit with that kind of 

statement written down in front of you and think about each phrase, it's a bit hard to grasp. We philosophy majors love 

that kind of thing. 

 

 But Santayana also penned one of the most famous statements of all time. He said, "Those who cannot 

remember the past are doomed to repeat it." You've heard it. We all have. Most of us have even quoted it. Most of us 

have lived long enough to realize the truth of it - both as a society and as individuals. We've learned the truth of it 

because we see that we DO repeatedly make the same mistakes and those mistakes always have the same 

consequences... Observing that over and over again doesn't seem to make much difference. We still repeat history. 

 

 Jesus loved the out-of-doors. He lived most of his life out in the open. One of his favorite spots was up in the 

Rocky Mountains of Colorado just above Colorado Springs. He and his friends would head up there on their days off 

(which were few and far between) to just get away from it all. They'd take a picnic lunch and maybe enough for dinner 

too and stay up there all day. They'd take a Frisbee along and throw it in the meadows. They weren't really mountain 

climbers but they'd take the switchback pathways up the side of the mountain until they got pretty high. Sometimes 

they'd go all the way to the peak and it was glorious. You could look out and see practically forever. If you looked north 

or south you could see a hundred  miles of peaks and trees and where the tree line ran along the Rocky ridge. If you 

looked west you could see valleys and more mountains for as far as the eye could see. But looking east was the thing. 

The flatlands of Colorado all the way to the hazy horizon. They would be so far up that you could see small towns far 

away down below and closer in Colorado Springs. But you couldn't see any cars or people - too far away. Just landscape 

and the city below. There was no noise from traffic or anything human at all. Only nature. The wind through the pines. A 

few birds that lived up that high. Most birds - even eagles - soared far below. A few skittering chipmunks or squirrels 

were around. It was, for Jesus and his guys, ultimate peace. 



 

 After they ate their lunch on this particular day when they had, indeed, climbed to a peak (they were all 

ravenous after their morning hike), they each automatically sought some alone time. They were on a plateau right at the 

top of the mountain. It was several hundred feet across and wide. Peter went off over there. James went for a western 

view. Matthew and Matthias chatted together quietly in another direction. John wanted to soak it all in so he went right 

to the very edge of the eastern cliff and sat with his legs hanging over - it was at least a thousand feet straight down but 

he had no fear of heights. He just wanted to be absorbed in the majesty of it all and not even see anything but grandeur 

even in his peripheral vision. Jesus was nearby. He was simply soaking in the serenity of it all. 

 

 Suddenly the silence was broken by a deafening roar of three Lockheed Martin F-22 Raptor jet fighters seeming 

to come straight at them, screaming with speed and urgency. They sped by so low and so fast that Jesus and the others 

automatically ducked down as though they would be mown down by the wings.  

 

 The planes weren't, of course, that close as they flew overhead, but the noise and the speed made it seem so. 

All of them were stunned for a minute at the violent and sudden intrusion on their revelry and the deafening sound. It 

all took less than a few seconds, of course, but it was really quite exciting. John said, "Wow. That was great! I've never 

seen anything like that! Those guys really meant business!" 

 

 John was the youngest of Jesus' followers and he had a passion for video games. He especially loved the ones 

where there was a lot of shooting and blowing things up. The more action the better. 

 

 Jesus stood there for a few minutes looking into the distance in the direction where the jets had gone. Then he 

turned to John and said, "No, John, that wasn't great. It was impressive. It was intimidating. It was awesome. But it 

wasn't great. It was frightening. You see, those were multi-million dollar killing machines. That is their only function - to 

kill and to destroy. You've heard me say it, John,  'They who live by the sword, die by the sword.' Do you know what that 

means? It means that those who use violence will, very likely, die violently. That can't be called great." 

 

 Then he called out, "Hey, guys! Come on over here. Let's talk." 

 

 The others came over and Jesus motioned for them to sit. They sat cross-legged in a semi-circle around him. 

They hadn't heard what he had just said to John, but they knew that this was a teaching moment and probably had 

something to do with the fighters that had just screamed by. Jesus was a master at taking events or things he saw and 

teaching or telling stories about them. He said, "Long ago, there was a basic rule about what to do if someone slaps you 

or hits you in the eye or socks you in the mouth and knocks a tooth out. Do you remember what it was?" 

 

 Peter speaks up, "That's easy. An eye for an eye. A tooth for a tooth." 

 

 "Right," says Jesus. "And what does it mean?" 

 

 "It's all about justice," said Peter. "You give what you get. Someone hits you, you hit them back. Someone steals 

from you you can steal back what was stolen." 

 

 "And what have you learned from me?" 

 

 "We've learned," said Matthew, who was the best student Jesus had and knew it, "We've learned to do unto 

others as you would have them do to you. That's justice, too, but coming at it from a different direction. In the 'eye for 



an eye' thing we are being harmed. In yours we are the initiators of action or non-action. Both result in pretty much the 

same thing. They 'get what they give,' as Peter said, or we 'give what we want to receive.'" 

 

 "John, tell the others what we were talking about," said Jesus. 

 

 "When those jet fighters flew by, Jesus reminded me of what he said to you once, Peter. He said 'those who live 

by the sword die by the sword.'" 

 

 "Yeah," said Peter, "that was a stellar day. I wanted to lop that centurion's head off. I still think he wouldn't have 

been crucified if we had put up more of a fight." 

 

 "But don't you see, Peter?" said Jesus. "By putting away your sword and allowing the events to unfold as they 

did, salvation came to the world. Internal peace available. Forgiveness for all who seek it. Eternity with God opened up... 

Do you remember what I said about our enemies?" 

 

 "We remember," piped up Matthew. "'Love your enemies. Pray for those who hurt you.'" 

 

 "I've got to say," said James,  "I've never been a fan of that one. I mean, really. If we love our enemies they 

wouldn't be our enemies any more. They'd be our 'loved ones,' wouldn't they?" 

 

 "Yes, they would," said Jesus. "You don't have to like your enemies any more than you have to like your mother-

in-law but you do have to love them. They have perhaps done some horrible things or hurtful things or things that the 

human spirit cannot yet forgive without God's help. But still that 'enemy' is a child of God just as each of us are and as 

such we need to love them." 

 

 "I don't think that's possible," said Bartholomew. "I'm not built that way. When someone messes with me I hold 

hard feelings toward them forever." 

 

 "And how does that help?" asked Jesus. "It doesn't in any way affect that other person. All it does is make you 

feel resentful or injured or offended. YOUR life is affected far more than the other persons. You've got to learn to let it 

go. God will help you if you ask." 

 

 "Walking away from a battle has never been my style," said Peter. "Are we supposed to let bullies get away with 

bullying?" 

 

 "The simple answer," said Jesus, "is 'yes.' Bullies are only bullies because they need to be loved. They find love 

and devotion from others when they show their strength over the weak. It's a surface kind of love, but it's better than 

nothing. If that love can come from other quarters, the bully won't need to act in unkind ways and won't." 

 

 "I'm not so sure about that," says Matthias. "I think some people are programmed to be evil." 

 

 "That is true," said Jesus. "But those people are few and the exception. We must not establish our philosophy of 

life based on the adherent among us. Most everyone responds positively to love and kindness and they feel foolish 

persecuting the righteous. It is important to defend the defenseless, of course, but we, ourselves, are not defenseless. 

We  have the Lord God watching out for us." 

 



 John changed the subject slightly, "Back to those jet fighters, Jesus. I don't understand how the 'live by the 

sword/die by the sword' really applies to the larger world. I understand that if Peter had lopped off the head of that 

Centurion he probably would have gotten run through by the others, but does that maxim apply to nations?" 

 

 "It does. War is a bringing of hell to earth. It may be necessary from time to time when one of those bullies we 

were talking about is in the same person as one of Matthias' evil people and that person somehow gains leadership of a 

country - like in Germany in the 40's. We need to stop that kind of evil that is harming others. But those situations are 

far rarer than the world would believe. War is far too frequent and accomplishes far less than the political spinners 

would have us believe. Did you know that there are twenty sovereign nations in the world without any army at all and a 

dozen with only troops for defensive purposes? 

 

 "In 1948 the president of Costa Rica concluded that the military was too much of a drain on the economy so 

made the defense department building a museum and dismissed all military personnel.  No one has ever attacked that 

beautiful country. The Swiss have a defensive army only and haven't been in a war in five hundred years. How many 

nations of the world can say that?" 

 

 "What about terrorists?" asked John. "How about Isis? What would you do with them?" piped up Bartholomew. 

"How would you deal with aggressive nations who try to absorb their neighbors or decide to move borders?" queried  

Peter. 

 

 Jesus looked at them and smiled. He said, "You've heard it said, 'an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth' but I 

again say to you, 'Love your enemies. Pray for those who harm you. Turn the other cheek. Overcome evil with good.' It is 

a philosophy of life. I am not saying that we should allow evil people to steamroll us but that we need to always seek the 

loving solution before we turn to more reactive and violent means. Always.  That applies to whole nations as well as to 

individuals. But you and I, we have little to say about how nations behave. We hope our own is righteous and seeks 

peace first and love but if not, there is little we can do about it. We can only be concerned for ourselves. If we live lives 

of righteousness and urge and teach others to do so, all else will fall into line." 

 

 The disciples didn't know exactly what to think of all that. John was still impressed with the power and ferocity 

of those F22's. Peter was still pretty sure he'd try lopping off a head if it came to a serious confrontation. Bartholomew 

knew that any one of those sayings  - love your enemies - turn the other cheek - pray for bullies - was a lofty goal to 

shoot for. All of them knew they were, thus far, far from getting where Jesus wanted them to go. 

 

 But they thought about all that Jesus had said from that day on. They thought about their own interpersonal 

conflicts and national ones. They began to think more seriously about war than they ever had before. And thinking 

about war and Jesus idea that 'war is a bringing of hell to earth' made them pray. They prayed, after that, for their 

national leaders and the world's. They prayed for God-given wisdom for their leaders and they prayed for the bullies of 

the world - for terrorists and dictators and powerful people who find the corruption of power. They prayed for 

politicians and news people and talk-show hosts who have the ear of the nation. They prayed for peace. 

 

 As they ventured on down the mountain paths and into heavier air and as they began to hear traffic noises and 

sirens in the distance and see people on the streets, they knew that they lived in a great nation. Each whispered a prayer 

that it might always stay thus. 

 

 


