
I. Getting Ourselves off the Hook

I know what you’re thinking. Maybe 
there’s something in the greek to 
make sense out of this. Or a 
theologian out there who can make 
sense of this teaching from Jesus. 
Maybe Jesus didn’t mean what he 
said. Maybe he meant that we turn 
the other cheek, but when we’re 
out of cheeks it’s time for revenge. 

Like that old story about a short 
man that walked into a restaurant, 
sat down to eat, and a big bully 
sitting on a barstool got up and 
walked over to that little man and 
chopped him across the neck; 
knocked him flat on the floor. As 
the man was getting up, the big 
man said, "That's karate from 
Japan."

Well, the smaller man rubbed his 
neck, sat back down and tried to 
eat his meal. A few minutes later 
the big man returned, picked the 
little man off the chair, threw him 
over his shoulder and said, "That's 
Judo from Japan."

Well, the little man walked out of 
the restaurant with the big man 

laughing at him. He returned 
fifteen minutes later, walked up 
behind him, cracked him over the 
head and said, "That's a crowbar 
from Sears.”

Stories of getting even get our 
hearts pumping don’t they? They 
make us wonder about the wisdom 
of Jesus’ words. But, what if Jesus 
is asking us to move beyond just 
reacting to life… what if Jesus 
wants us to do more?

There’s all kinds of ways we let 
ourselves off the hook after 
reading this. We think— well this is 
really an impossible way of life so 
we must just rely on grace. Let’s 
focus on the cross and redemption 
rather than the way of life Jesus 
proposes, because it’s not 
practical. 

Or some read this as a pacifistic-
revolutionary manifesto. A slap on 
the one cheek in Jesus’ day was 
something that the master of the 
house could get away with but a 
slap on the second freed a servant 
of duty. Indeed, a soldier could 
command a civilian to carry his 
pack for one mile, but the soldier 
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would be punished if that same 
person carried his pack for two 
miles. There’s something to that— 
it’s creative and subversive but not 
exhaustive of what Jesus is 
teaching us.

Finally, some have suggested that 
the whole of the Sermon on the 
Mount applies only to how 
Christians treat one another, not to 
what we should expect of 
everyone. We should turn the 
other cheek for our brothers and 
sisters in Christ, but not for the 
rest. This allows an eye for an eye 
to remain the Christian stance 
toward the world. That’s 
convenient— because practically 
speaking, that puts the onus on us 
to decide who is and isn’t enough 
of a Christian to receive the benefit 
of turning the other cheek. 

What if Jesus actually means what 
he says? What if we take this 
seriously? It is, after all, this 
teaching that is his way of life 
throughout the gospels. Jesus 
practiced what he preached. And 
he implores us to do the same. 
Jesus knows we need a way 
forward in this world past the cycle 
of violence. We need a way past 
an eye for eye for eye for eye… 
This never gets us anywhere but a 

defensive position. Locked in a 
stalemate.

II. Fight Fire with Water

My mentee in our Kid’s Hope 
mentoring program is a 2nd grader 
at Larkspur Elementary. He loves 
wrestling. Pro wrestling— you 
know with the masks and musk 
and big guys yelling at each other 
and pumping up the crowd. And if 
you’re in 2nd grade how could you 
not love the drama and flair of pro 
wrestling. I can’t tell if he knows 
the secret about pro wrestling— 
that it is neither professional nor 
wrestling. There’s a good reason 
it’s staged— wrestling is boring. 

Pro wrestling has its roots in 
carnival acts that went around the 
country in the first third of the 
twentieth century. The fighters 
would invite people in the audience 
up to challenge them. Winner of 
the fight got to keep the money. 
Most of the fighters were grapplers 
who used hooking and holds as a 
means to pin their opponent. “The 
earliest days are full of legends 
about how the wrestler, when he 
began to feel overmatched, would 
wrangle his opponent back against 
the curtain abutting the back of the 
stage, whereupon an accomplice 
hidden behind it would clock the 
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local through the curtain with a 
blackjack, unnoticed by the 
audience. The local guy would 
stagger to the ground, and the 
wrestler would pin him “fairly.” And 
on to the next contestant, and the 
next town.1

But, most of the fighting between 
the professionals of the day was all 
grappling and holds. These fights 
between the professional fighters 
could go on for hours. Most of the 
fight was a stalemate. An article 
from The New Yorker magazine in 
the 1930’s said: “[The wrestlers] 
would go to the mat and stay there 
for hours and hours, a mass of 
mute meat. Matches lasted 
sometimes as long as a third of a 
day. As practiced by the old 
school, wrestling was one of the 
most unexciting spectacles a 
person could pay money to see: a 
race between two century plants.”2

Pro wrestling has staying power 
because at a deep level it plays 
out the eye for an eye drama we 
love so much… but, it goes on and 
on and on. Because, deadlock is 
the only place this drama leads us. 
Instead, Jesus says, “Love your 
opponent; pray for your 
opposition.” And he asks us: what 
more are you doing? What more 
are you doing than others? This is 

the question that jumps off the 
page. An eye for an eye is the law 
of the land. Even though retribution 
sounds like justice; and sometimes 
it might be ‘just’. But, Jesus is 
talking about something beyond 
justice. He’s talking about how to 
deal with evil. How to deal with evil 
that threatens to poison your own 
soul. You know how it is— day 
dreaming the perfect comeback to 
an insult, playing out that script in 
your head where people you don’t 
like take the fall. Your heart pounds 
a little harder; adrenaline rushes. 
After a few minutes that all fades 
away, but the pit in your stomach 
remains. As if you swallowed 
something that made you uneasy. 
That anxiety doesn’t go away; it 
plants itself in you… stiffens your 
neck and back. Hardens your 
heart. Revenge, escalation, eye for 
an eye has a price. And too often 
you don't know the price until 
you’ve already paid it. 

III. Love is Creative

The way of Christ is a way that 
asks more of us. It asks we 
engage the world, engage conflict 
with oppositional grace. The true 
reversal of opposition is not 
another act of opposition but an 
act of non-opposition, a creative 
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response that works to 
extinguishing opposition itself. 
Theologian Matthew Myer Boulton  
says it simply: “Don’t fight fire with 
fire, fight fire with water.”  The 3

surprise Jesus uses here in his 
examples is what catches people 
off guard and invites them to new 
possibilities of interaction. He tears 
up the eye for an eye script in 
which we are culturally engrained, 
and asks us to do more than 
retaliation or escalation. Some call 
this a third way. Desmond Tutu 
was a genius at this while fighting 
racial segregation in South Africa. 
Tutu was walking by a construction 
site on a temporary sidewalk the 
width of one person, a white man 
appeared at the other end, 
recognized Tutu, and said, "I don't 
give way to gorillas." At which Tutu 
stepped aside, made a deep 
sweeping gesture, and said, "Ah 
yes, but I do.”

The way of Christ is creative. It 
begs us not to just react to life. 
Don’t assume common wisdom is 
enough. Common wisdom says to 
come back with the crowbar from 
sears. Common wisdom says eye 
for an eye. Common wisdom leads 
to grappling deadlocks with no end 
in sight. God asks more of us. 
What more are we doing? 

IV. Being Completely Christian 

We think this teaching is 
impossible, especially when we 
hear we should: “Be perfect as 
your father in heaven is perfect.” 
That’s sounds impossible to us.

The word often translated as 
“perfect” is the Greek word “telos”. 
It implies less a moral perfection 
than it does reaching one’s 
intended outcome. The telos of an 
arrow shot by an archer is to reach 
its target. The telos of a peach tree 
is to yield peaches. Which means 
that we might translate this 
passage more loosely to mean, 
“Be the person and community 
God created you to be, just as God 
is the One God is supposed to be.” 
Martin Luther once said that the 
Christian life is not about arriving 
but always about becoming. And 
St. Augustine at the Lord’s Supper 
would invite people to “receive who 
you are” and then “go become 
what you have received.” 

So what if we took Jesus’ words 
seriously? What if we stopped over 
interpreting them to make them 
accessible and instead made 
ourselves accessible to the word? 
We won’t ever open ourselves up 
to these radical teachings unless 
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we first realize that Jesus is 
working from a different 
perspective of the world than us. 
The world and everyone in it is the 
beloved of God. We know that 
because of Jesus. And through 
him we see God working in a new 
way in the world. It takes practice. 
It takes growth. It takes 
commitment to even begin to 
follow these teachings Jesus sets 
before us. Being perfect may be 
impossible, but being mature is a 
responsibility. What more are we 
doing than just becoming 
Christian? We must live as Christ 
because that is the way to the life 
Jesus offers. Grappling with an 
eye for an eye world is actually a 
passive reaction, passively going 
through our culturally engrained 
motions. Consider the man who 
gets into a fight after someone 
spills a drink on him at the Spurs 
game, “What else could I do, he 
spilled it all over me?” The way of 
Jesus is assertive, exposing 
wrong, but has as its telos (it’s 
end) healing. What more are we 
doing? Are we doing more than 
reacting in expected ways? The 
way of Jesus demands more. 

In the Wally Johns prayer garden 
there is a wind chime that hangs 
among the dense brush and trees. 
The wind blows and the music 

begins… the chime dances in the 
wind bringing to life a melody 
among the trees. It’s beautiful. 
Sometimes for a little bit; the wind 
seems like it’s keeping some beat 
only it could possibly decipher. As 
if one day in the end the wind 
might beg us to look back over the 
course of its song… and we might 
see the measures divided. We 
might see the how the notes 
interact forming a melody. We 
might by looking back hear the 
song the wind plays among the 
trees. For now, the song is 
incomplete. But, one day the music 
will reach its telos, it’s completion 
and it will be perfect. 

We don’t turn the other cheek 
alone. We don’t carry these packs 
the second mile alone. We don’t 
give alone. You aren’t the only one 
loving your enemy. We do more 
together as the church of Jesus 
Christ. As salt and light. As notes 
on the winds of the spirit, never 
lost out in isolation, never 
unheard… but as a part of a larger 
tapestry, a larger work the master 
of the winds is bringing to 
completion. 
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