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One of seven children, Ed Westra grew up in the Netherlands on the shores of the North Atlantic 
Ocean. His parents didn’t own land but worked year to year on a contract basis as farmhands. 
When the Nazis invaded Ed had to drop out of school to find work, trap rabbits, and forage for 
food in order to help feed the family. The harsh realities of war shaped his young life. 
 
On his 19th birthday – after liberation from Nazi occupation, with few job opportunities in a 
decimated homeland and a 5th grade education – Ed left his family to come to America. 
Following the harvest, he found farm work all over the United States and up into Canada. He 
tells of only knowing that he was in Canada because he was paid with colorful money that he’d 
never seen before. 
 
Eventually he landed in a Dutch Chicago neighborhood – the work in cement and construction 
was steady and he was among his tribe. He married another Dutch immigrant and settled-in to 
raise a family. 
 
There was always some deep longing in Ed for the simplicity of a walk in the woods and a line in 
the water. A childhood in the country, the quiet spirit of an artist, and a sense of God’s presence 
converged for him as he fished or wandered around outdoors. He came to know and love every 
fishing hole and forest preserve trail in northern Illinois. 
 
Ed did what his culture expected: he worked hard, joined a church, and sent his kids to Christian 
schools. He wasn’t an owner or an entrepreneur; he was a laborer. Long hard days of working 
cement, long lonely nights driving a delivery truck, and feeling a bit lost in the New World, 
eventually led to a struggle with alcoholism. And as is the pattern with that disease soon 
relationships were strained and volatile and broken. 
 
Ed’s church celebrated communion about six times a year. You went to church twice on 
Sundays, but you shared in the Lord’s Supper infrequently. It was approached with a measure of 
reverence and holy fear. Examination was required for admission to the table, therefore a 
“Preparatory Exhortation” was read in worship the week before communion. The reading 
included these words: 
 

The Lord admonishes those who do not believe or have not repented to abstain from the 
holy supper so as not to eat and drink judgment upon themselves. Therefore, we also 
charge those who willfully continue in their sins to keep themselves from the table of the 
Lord. 

 
 
 
 



 

 

What followed was a list of sins and sinners, including this line: 
 

All drunkards, gamblers, murderers, thieves, adulterer, liars, and unchaste persons. To 
all such we say in the name of the Lord that as long as they remain unrepentant and 
unbelieving, they have no part in the kingdom of God. 

 
Gulp! 
 
Ed took those words to heart and stayed away from the Lord’s Supper. He struggled (mostly 
alone) with alcoholism and he found solace in the woods, but he quit going to church. Even after 
he got sober and found peace with God he didn’t go back. Why would he? 
 What he heard was that he had no part in the kingdom of God. 
 What he heard was that he wasn’t good enough. 
 What he heard was that the rules ruled him out. 
 What he heard was that there was no place for him at God’s table. 
 
All religions have rules. 

They’re understood as the will of God but they also serve to set boundaries and define 
faithfulness. Rules provide for shared practices, shared language, and shared 
understandings. They shape a sense of identity and establish parameters for living in 
relationship with others. They create culture. They create community. And, in practice, 
they pull some in and push others out. 

 
Dear friends, what are we to make of our text this morning when Jesus appears to double down 
on rules? He doesn’t set them aside or brush them off; he seems to up the ante. He calls for more 
rigor – a rigor that’s harder to keep and that, quite frankly, pushes me out. So, what are we to 
make of our text? 
 
A little review…. 
Jesus calls his first few disciples and then goes throughout Galilee healing the diseased and 
proclaiming that the Kingdom of God is at hand. Crowds follow. So, Jesus goes up the hills that 
tumble into the Sea of Galilee, sits down with his disciples, and begins to teach them about the 
nature of the kingdom.  
  

In this kingdom the blessing of God extends to the poor in spirit… 
In this kingdom the blessing of God extends to the grieving… 

 
Then with the world effectively turned upside-down Jesus says to those first followers,  
 

And in this world, you are salt and light. Therefore, don’t hide your light or stay up on 
the shelf, but be poured out in relationship with others. 

 
What follows is guidance (rules) for what being poured out would look like. 
 



 

 

Now. Matthew is the most Jewish of the gospels. He positions Jesus as the fulfillment of God’s 
covenant promises to Abraham and Isaac and Jacob. And he’s trying to help first century Jews 
see Jesus in light of Torah – in light of the Law. 

So, to a people who number 613 laws in their scriptures Jesus uses a rhetorical rabbinic 
teaching tool. He follows a pattern. He points to what they know and then he offers a 
twist. 

  You have heard that it was said…but I tell you… 

He doesn’t dismiss the rule that they know but he reinterprets its meaning. 
He doesn’t make the rule something different but he gets at its root. 
He doesn’t demand more but he drills down to the intention. 
 
In some ways Jesus is pushing past the rules. 

It is relatively easy to keep the rules – few of you are murderers. But, in just keeping the 
rule you can miss the relationship, miss the other person, miss what matters. It is 
relatively easy to stay on the shelf but it is messy when you get poured out because then 
intention and emotion and fantasy and honest human dynamics come into play. 

 
Jesus is not saying that all sins are equal and that to have an adulterous thought is the same thing 
as committing adultery. Or, that to be angry is on par with murder. Again, there is rhetorical flair 
here; this is Jesus at his hyperbolic best. 

But! Jesus is asking us to dig underneath the rules that we might actually deal with our 
whole person and that’s a whole lot harder. He enlarges or broadens the rules to include 
the fullness of who we are…. 
 

David Lose puts it this way: 

It’s not enough just to refrain from murder. We should also treat each other with respect 
and that means not speaking hateful words. It is not enough to avoid physically 
committing adultery. We should also not objectify other persons by seeing them as a 
means to satisfy our physical desires by lusting after them. It is not enough to follow the 
letter of the law regarding divorce. We should not treat people as disposable and should 
make sure that the most vulnerable – in this culture that often meant women and children 
– are provided for. It is not enough to keep ourselves from swearing falsely or lying to 
others. We should speak and act truthfully in all of our dealings so that we don’t need to 
make oaths at all. 

My parents grew up in Plymouth Brethren assemblies and in keeping with the teaching of 
scripture women kept their heads covered in worship. My grandmother always wore a hat or a 
little doily on her head in church. Those were the rules; it was sign of faithfulness. 
 
My friend’s parents only wore wedding rings after they transferred to the progressive Mennonite 
church. More traditional Mennonite churches followed the biblical injunctions to be modestly 
adorned and not conformed to the world, so they didn’t wear rings. Those were the rules; it was a 
sign of faithfulness. 
 



 

 

When a friend moved into a new home in small town a neighbor asked if he had a drain in his 
garage. He replied that he did. “Why?” “Well,” the neighbor responded, “that way you can wash 
your car on Sunday and no one will know.” Those were the rules; it was a sign of faithfulness. 
 
You get the point. It is easier to keep the rules then deal with the roots. If religion is little more 
than a set of markers to keep some in and others out then it can quickly devolve into a 
bookkeeping project. And that’s a far cry from the human flourishing that God desires. 

So, can we see the twist that Jesus offers on the rules as a window into God’s will for 
shalom? For, if we can get past the bookkeeping to the heart of the matter, then there is 
opportunity for right relationship, then there is opportunity for love – not a facsimile, but 
the real thing (which is embodied in Christ.) 

 
I wonder how different Ed Westra’s journey might have been if the church led with love and 
acceptance rather than rule and rejection. I think that’s the second part of what Jesus is getting at 
here…. 
 
In the tangled knot of religion and human nature rules can be used to pull some in and push 
others out. But, Jesus cast the rules in such a way that all of us fall short. None of us get it all 
right. All of us are broken image bearers. Jesus peels back the intention of the rules in such a 
way that if there is someone keeping the books than our only hope is the grace of God…. 
 
When Ed Westra died his children asked that communion be part of his funeral service. They 
know that the table is a foretaste of God’s grace and not a measure of keeping our side of the 
ledger clean. They wanted the tangible reminder that all image bearers are invited to the table in 
Christ. They wanted the sign and seal that their father is welcomed with open arms. 
 
Scott Hoezee puts it like this:  
 

We are sufficiently mired in sin and selfishness that we know full well how easy it is to 
see ourselves in the pictures Jesus sketches. But Jesus is not just being tough on us: he is 
at the end of the day reminding us of a truth that is actually so very encouraging: God 
created us to flourish in his good creation. God wants all of us to flourish. If it is difficult 
to see how routinely we undercut the flourishing of our neighbors and of ourselves, it is 
nevertheless glorious to know that the Creator God of the cosmos is on our side and 
really does desire to see all things and all things and all manner of things going well in 
his good creation. 

 
Thanks be to God. 
Amen. 


