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We begin this morning’s sermon with a quiz.  While the ushers are distributing the quiz, 

please find a pen - the pews have been freshly stocked with them - and start completing the quiz 

as soon as you receive the half sheet.  I encourage you to respond with your first impulse as 

that’s likely to be your most honest response.  I’m not going to ask you to share your results with 

anyone, so please be honest. For instance, the first statement is “The best way to handle people is 

to tell them what they want to hear.”  Then, you choose whether you disagree with that statement 

a lot or a little, you’re neutral about it, or you agree with it a lot or a little.  Second statement: 

“When you ask someone to do something for you, it is best to give the real reason for wanting it 

rather than giving reasons that may carry more weight.”  Do you tell the person why you want it 

done or do you tell them what you think will be most motivating for them?  3.  Anyone who 

completely trusts anyone else is asking for trouble.  4.  It is hard to get ahead without cutting 

corners here and there.  5.  It is safest to assume that all people have a vicious streak, and it will 

come out when they are given the chance.  6.  One should only take action when it is morally 

right.  7.  Most people are basically good and kind.  8.  There is no excuse to lying to someone 

else.  9.  Most people more easily forget the death of their father than the loss of their property.  

10.  Generally speaking, people won’t work hard unless they’re forced to do so.  Once you have 

completed your quiz, add up the numbers to get your final score.   

 Now, I’m going to give you the scoring rubric, and then I’ll tell you what it means.  If 

you scored between 10-20, you are very low Mach.  If you scored 21-30, you are low Mach.  31-

40 is high Mach, and 41-50 is very high Mach.  Does everyone know where you scored?  Okay, 

now for the meaning.  This is called a Mach test, as in Machiavelli, and every statement on here 

is a quote from Machiavelli (or the inverse of one).  This test is a way of assessing how much 

you use power and influence in your relationships.  Generally speaking, men are more likely to 

have high Mach scores, and older people are more likely to have high Mach scores because it 

takes some time to consolidate power which you can then use.  High Machs are no more vicious 

or hostile or vindictive than low Machs, but high Machs are more cynical about people’s 

intentions and believe that people can be influenced or manipulated to achieve their goals.  Low 

Machs are much more straightforward and direct and use less influence.1   

 That is all well and good, you may be thinking, but what does this have to do with Jesus?  

Jesus tells us this morning to give expecting nothing in return, to love expecting nothing in 

return, to forgive, to do good expecting nothing in return.  And Machiavelli was the king of 

expecting something in return.  He just may have coined the phrase “what’s in it for me?”  And 

the Mach test reminds us that we all have a sliver of that – or maybe more – inside of us.  If high 

school humanities is failing you, Machiavelli wrote The Prince, the 16th century Italian guide to 

how to consolidate and maintain power.  Only it wasn’t just for 16th century Italy. Machiavelli 

has come to be known as the father modern political science, having done away with right and 

wrong and caring only about what is effective.  As such, he believed it was better to be widely 

                                                           
1 Developed by Leigh Thompson, Professor at Kellogg School of Management.   



feared than greatly loved.  You can see this thread in a quote from Richard Nixon, who said: 

“People react to fear, not love; they don’t teach that in Sunday School, but it’s true.”   

 The Church would be lying to say that Richard Nixon and Machiavelli are wrong.  In 

fact, their ways are often more effective in the world.  You can get farther with their ways.  Let’s 

not be disingenuous and say otherwise.  Preaching about the Machiavellian ways of Jacob, one 

of our Biblical patriarchs, Frederick Buechner wrote, “In the long run, and very profoundly too, 

honesty is the best policy.  But the thing to remember is that one cannot say that until one has 

said something else first.  And that something else is that, practically speaking, dishonesty is not 

a bad policy either.  This is a policy that can take a [person] a long way in this world, and we are 

fools either to forget it or to pretend that it is not so.  This is not a very noble truth about life, but 

I think that it is a truth nonetheless.  It can be stated quite simply: the shrewd and ambitious 

[person] who is strong on guts and weak on conscience, who knows very well what he wants and 

directs all his energy toward getting it, all in all does pretty well.   

 “Only what does it all get him?  I know what you expect the preacher to say: that it gets 

him nothing.  But even preachers must be honest.  I think it can get him a good deal, this policy 

of dishonesty where necessary.  It can get him the invitation or the promotion. It can get him the 

job.  It can get him the pat on the back and the admiring wink that mean so much.  And these, in 

large measure, are what we mean by happiness.  Do not underestimate them.”2 

And, yet, in the face of what works, what’s effective, what brings a large measure of 

happiness in this world, Jesus says, “Do otherwise.  Give without expecting anything in return.  

Love without expecting anything in return.  Don’t just love the lovable, either.  Love your 

enemies.”  Of course, “enemy” isn’t the word we’re inclined to use.  We have more nuance than 

that.  Instead, we would call those people in our lives our rivals or competitors or detractors or 

critics or backbiters or trolls.  “Love those people,” Jesus says.  But this is an incredibly risky 

and maybe even reckless proposition.  It makes no sense to love those people, it doesn’t follow 

the logic of this world.  We’ve seen what’s effective, and that’s not it.   

But if anyone knew the risk inherent in loving enemies it was Jesus.  As Tim Keller reminds us, 

“we are saved by a man who died loving his enemies.”   

And that’s not the only danger.  How do we love our enemies without condoning their 

behavior?  How do we love them without becoming doormats who let the bullies of the world 

win?  How do we preach loving our neighbors without implying that battered women should 

return to their abusive husbands?  Let me say unequivocally: God never asks that of anyone.  

God never asks us to tolerate abuse for the sake of our faith. 

This will be repetitious for those of you who were here a couple of years ago when this 

same passage was part of the lectionary, but “turn the other cheek” has been so misrepresented 

so many times in the world and in the church that I think it bears repeating.  In the ancient world, 

everything having to do with the bathroom was done with your left hand.  There wasn’t hand 

sanitizer, so for hygiene’s sake everything was done with the same hand.  So, you would only 

shake a hand of a respectable person or touch a person or even hit a person with your right hand.  

That means the offense of hitting someone with your left hand was saved for servants and slaves, 

for people who were less than you.  So, if someone hit you with their left hand, and you turned to 

them your other cheek, you forced a choice on them: either to hit you with their right hand thus 

implying that you were their equal or to not hit you again.  Turning the other cheek was an act of 

defiance.  It was resistance.3   

                                                           
2 “The Magnificent Defeat,” Secrets in the Dark: A Life in Sermons, Frederick Buechner. 
3 The Powers that Be: Theology for a New Millenium by Walter Wink.   



All of that said, turning the other cheek, giving expecting nothing in return, loving our 

enemies – it’s still risky, and it might even be reckless.  After all, “power, success, happiness, as 

the world knows them, are his who will fight for them hard enough,” but if you’re after 

something more than power, success, and happiness, if you’re after “peace, love and joy, those 

come only from God.”  In the same sermon when Buechner pointed out that dishonestly actually 

was an effective policy for Jacob, the same Jacob who later found himself wrestling with God at 

night as if in a dream, Buechner said, “God is the enemy whom Jacob [wrestled with] there by 

the river, of course, and whom in one way or another we all of us [wrestle with] – God, the 

beloved enemy.  Our enemy because, before giving us everything, God demands of us 

everything: before giving us life, God demands our lives – our selves, our wills, our treasure.”  

The same God who stared straight into the power structures of his day, straight into the logic of 

everything that was effective and politically expedient and still said: “Love your enemies, do 

good, and lend, expecting nothing in return.  For God is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked.  

Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.”  Amen. 


