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One day in high school I had the distinct pleasure, as I’m sure many others have had, of being told that I was going to Hell. I was walking down the linoleum hallway of my high school, passing by concrete walls plastered with flyers and posters. A friend and I were going to a students’ prayer group that we participated in each week. Somehow we got to talking about the differences between our respective denominations. She told me that her pastor had said that Presbyterians, as a denomination, were going to Hell. Why? Because we had the audacity to ordain women to be ministers.


In the passage we just heard, Jesus talks about how to respond to evil. And he doesn’t tell his audience to react in the same way the world reacts, with violence, or force, or judgment, or escalation. Instead he encourages us to not resist evildoers, to give up our possessions to those who hate us, to love the very people that are trying to bury us. Jesus showed his audience how to respond creatively and lovingly in situations of hatred and oppression. In a system where even the procedures for punishing evil result in harm, Jesus saw a way to change the rules of the game. This witness spoke to the people living at that time, and it can speak to us today. Jesus encourages us even now to respond to evil with love instead of reacting out of hatred.


This passage in Matthew comes in the middle of the Sermon on the Mount, when Jesus is giving various bits of information and advice about the realm of God. We heard a few weeks ago about being the salt of the earth and the light of the world. Where we’re at in the speech now, Jesus is taking various tenets of the law and cultural ethics and saying that they aren’t good enough for the people of God. No, those who want to follow Jesus’ teachings need to set the bar higher. It’s not enough to not murder people, don’t let your temper get out of control at all! It’s not enough to not lie under oath, you shouldn’t be lying at all! And Jesus closes this segment off with the two we heard today: It’s not enough simply to limit the amount of revenge you take, don’t even resist an evildoer. And don’t love only your neighbor, love your enemy too. 


I don’t think it’s just me, but the idea of not resisting an evildoer sounds weak. Does this mean that when my friend tells me I’m going to Hell, I should just sit back and say, “Yeah…” Of course not! When Jesus was confronted with hatred or false teachings, he didn’t just sit back and let it happen. Do you remember the story of Jesus driving out merchants from the temple? In John’s version, Jesus had a whip! According to an apocryphal story we get from John’s gospel, when Jesus was confronted by a group of people who wanted him to sentence an adulterous woman to death, Jesus asked those without sin to throw the first stone. And Jesus refused to condemn her. 


Jesus confronts evil in different ways throughout the gospel stories. In Matthew Jesus advocates not resisting evil. In other places Jesus actively resists evil. So what story do we believe? I don’t see Jesus telling us to respond in a specific way when he says to “turn the other cheek.” Instead, he’s telling us to change the rules of the game. He’s telling us to respond with love instead of reacting out of hatred.


Turning the other cheek is a specific physical example of what this principle of nonresistance looks like. An ordinary response to being physically attacked would either be to run or to square off against your attacker. The instinct is definitely not to present another vulnerability. But when you turn your face past your attacker’s and stand resolutely, not willing to disengage or to escalate the violence, the rules of the game have been changed. All of a sudden there is no attacker/victim dichotomy. The roles have been eliminated, and your actions are voluntary, not forced. Again, we find the same thing in the example of walking the extra mile. In Jesus’ time, a soldier could force anyone to carry their pack for a mile; they even had a special word to describe it. By walking the extra mile, you are choosing to eliminate the roles of oppressor and oppressed and seek instead an equalization where God’s love can potentially be expressed.  

[6 min]


During the Journey I mentioned that Rosa Parks gave an example of how to turn the other cheek. I do believe that this is an excellent application of that principle. The bus driver in that situation saw that there wasn’t enough room in the “Whites only” section of the bus, so he enlarged it, asking four people to give up their seats. Three people complied.


Now I want to take a moment and look at what just happened. Three people were told to give up their seats, an action that was supported by society if not by law. You might think that these three were following the concept of “turning the other cheek.” In a sense, they were. They didn’t seek escalation, they didn’t respond with violence or hatred. They responded with a love for peace and their own safety. And for this we can applaud them. But responding with love doesn’t always have to mean giving up.


Rosa Parks also responded with love. She responded with a love for a fuller peace and a just society. She responded with a sense of God’s love for all people, a love that was not reflected in what had just happened to her. She could have slashed tires, could have incited others to violence, could have spit hatred at the entire system, which she would have been justified in doing. But instead she sat in her seat and was arrested for her disobedience, bringing the issue to light as she worked alongside other civil rights leaders like Martin Luther King, Jr. to begin the Montgomery Bus Boycott. She envisioned a different system that would value her as an equal member of society, just as God values equally all members of society. She responded with love instead of reacting out of hatred, and our world is a better place for it.


Another shining example of teaching others to respond with love is the Peace Education program upstairs in this very building. Their commitment to nonviolent resolution identifies closely with the examples we find in Matthew’s account and what we know about God’s love. Yet what they teach is not weakness or giving in. It is radical commitment to an ethic of love, peace, and justice. It extends far beyond peer mediation and stopping one child from hurting another: it sees itself as part of a larger effort to change the very systems at play: poverty, promotion of violence in media, absenteeism, and substance abuse. It seeks to respond to evils of every level with love instead of reacting out of hatred.


Each of our lives is filled with the opportunity to confront evil in our world and in ourselves. We may not always classify it as “evil” so readily, which helps us to be quicker to love, yet may prevent us from identifying injustice. But when we do see injustice, suffering, prejudice, or oppression, Jesus asks us to envision a creative response that avoids hate. In the moments when we experience our greatest anger and dismay at the systems at play in the world, we are to consider that all people are the people of God: the rain falls on the just and the unjust. Yet even when we try to show God’s love for our neighbors – much less our enemies – we sometimes offend or judge instead. This is why we confess our sins every week: to recognize our continuing need for God’s love to break forth in our lives and in our world. And Jesus calls us to respond the broken systems of the world and our own imperfections with love. To not pay back evil with evil, to love our enemies and respond to them in a Christ-like manner instead of threatening them until they retreat or bombing them into submission. To rise above it all and recognize that even those we hate, even those who oppress and condemn and attack us are themselves beloved children of God. And just when it seems that this journey of following Christ couldn’t get any more difficult, Jesus says:


“You, therefore, must be perfect, as God in heaven is perfect.” 

Personally, this is very difficult. I already try too hard to be perfect, I already blame myself too much for not succeeding at everything. So how can I follow this command to be perfect when it’s been causing me so many problems? For me, the answer lies in really looking at what Jesus says. Keep in mind, I’m a seminary student, so every once in a while I feel the need to prove that I’m learning something. This is one of those times.


When Jesus says, “You must be perfect,” Matthew uses the word τέλειος, which is related to words for completion or ending. As I was researching this word, I discovered alternate shades of meaning that implied a sense of “maturity” or “wholeness.” And the way Matthew phrases this command of Jesus would give a sense to those hearing the Greek that Jesus wants them to start on a journey of spiritual growth. So Jesus doesn’t want us to be robots, never making any mistakes. Jesus wants us to continually grow, to live with a view towards spiritual maturity. To begin to see how evil inhabits so many parts of our world and to respond to its presence with Godly love instead of the resistance of hatred or violence.

This love Jesus envisions is not weak or naïve or unwilling to see injustice, but refuses to cave to the pressures of hatred and violence, even in the face of evil. This love is so powerful it cannot stand to see any of the children of God suffering. On Friday we celebrated the life and witness of David Bos, and we heard testimony of his tireless work to provide healthcare for every person, regardless of their income. And many others in this congregation as well have been examples to this community and this nation of what this kind of Christian love looks like. 

But there is always more work to do, more evil to confront and more love to share. So it may seem hopeless, this burden of turning the other cheek and loving our enemies. The work may seem never-ending and the bar may seem to be set too high. But God gives us hope and the Holy Spirit inspires us so that we can seek to creatively respond to evil. And we live in the midst of a great cloud of witnesses, who show us what loving responses to evil look like. If Rosa Parks was humiliated and arrested but responded with love, we too can respond with love instead of reacting out of hatred. Martin Luther King Jr. was imprisoned, firebombed, threatened, and attacked, but he responded with peaceful protest. We too can respond with love instead of reacting out of hatred. George and Jean Edwards saw wide ranging violence and systems that supported evil and advocated for peace and justice. We too can respond with love instead of reacting with hatred. David Bos saw a broken system that ignores the poor and the sick and pushed for reform. We too can respond with love instead of reacting with hatred. Jesus Christ was cursed, scorned, beaten, and executed, yet God offers unconditional love to everyone despite how we treated Christ. We too can respond with love instead of reacting with hatred.

