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November 9th, 2014, Pentecost 20, St Mary the Virgin, South Hill. 
The Rt. Reverend Melissa M. Skelton 
(This was a liturgy focusing on Remembrance Day) 
 
Matthew 5:38-48 
Jesus said, “You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I 
say to you, do not resist an evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the 
other also; and if anyone wants to sue you and take your coat, give your cloak as well; and if 
anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile. Give to everyone who begs from 
you, and do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow from you. 
“You have heard that it was said, `You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.' But I 
say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be 
children of your Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and 
sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous. For if you love those who love you, 
what reward do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the same? And if you greet only 
your brothers and sisters, what more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles 
do the same? Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” 
 
 

 
The scene is South Africa shortly before the fall of political apartheid. White Police descend 
on a black squatters' camp they have long wanted to demolish. They give the few black 
women there five minutes to gather their possessions, and tell them that after that time 
bulldozers will level their shacks. The women, apparently sensing the residual puritanical 
streak in these rural white Afrikaners, strip naked before the bulldozers. Horrified, the white 
police turn and leave.   
 
The scene is a nightclub in Chicago where black comedian and political activist Dick 
Gregory is playing to a predominantly white audience: Gregory says: “Good evening ladies 
and gentlemen. I understand there are a good many Southerners in the room tonight….Last 
time I was down South I walked into this restaurant and the waitress came up to me and 
said, "We don't serve colored people here." I said, "That's all right. I don't eat colored 
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people. Bring me a whole fried chicken." Then these three white men came up to me and 
said, "Boy, we're giving you fair warning'. Anything you do to that chicken, we're gonna do 
to you". So I put down my knife and fork, I picked up that chicken and I kissed it. Then I 
said, "Line up, boys!” 
 
I tell you these two stories because each has within it something of the spirit of Jesus’ words 
in our gospel for this morning. Each describes a way to respond to aggression and the threat 
of potential violence that is neither violent nor passive. Each has within it an active non-
violence that both expresses the worth of the person who is the potential target of the 
violence as well as confronts and invites those who perpetrate violence to consider another 
course of action.  
 
In other words, contrary to what you and I were perhaps raised to believe, being a Christian 
is not about being a doormat. Rather, it’s a kind of ju-jitsu in which the energy of one’s 
opponent is transformed into something that has the possibility to neutralize or even 
vanquish the violence—usually through revealing that the victim is a person deserving 
respect and through offering the opponent an alternative way to respond to the situation. 
 
But let’s go back for a moment and look at this morning’s Gospel…. 
 
This passage from Matthew is a continuation of the Sermon on the Mount and deals with 
two subjects: retaliation against enemies and the love of enemies. About retaliation, Jesus 
says this: 
 
“You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I say to 
you, do not resist an evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other 
also; and if anyone wants to sue you and take your coat, give your cloak as well; and if 
anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile.” 
 
The original law on retaliation that Jesus is referring to here, was from the Book of Exodus 
and it went like this: "an eye for eye a tooth for tooth, a hand for hand, a foot for foot, a 
burn for burn, a wound for wound, a stripe for stripe."  The purpose of this law was to lay 
out the limits of retaliation, that is, to keep people from engaging in excessive revenge and 
retaliation. And so the idea would be, if someone in your family loses an eye at the hand of 
another, you cannot then retaliate by killing that perpetrator.  Rather an eye for any eye, a 
tooth for a tooth, a hand for a hand and so on. 
 
However, even this level of violence—what you might call a “justifiable and reciprocal” level 
of violence—is rejected by Jesus. Instead, Jesus says, “do not resist an evildoer,” a statement 
better translated "Do not violently resist the evildoer." Jesus then gives us three examples of 
how to resist in a person who does evil to us in a non-violent way. 
 
First he says: "If anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also." The kind of 
striking Jesus is describing is someone backhanding another person with the right hand.  
This kind of striking in Jesus’ time was done to slaves, women, children and others 
considered to be lesser. To this Jesus, says: turn the other cheek, that is, if someone 
backhands you in a way that diminishes you, lift your head back up and expose the other 
cheek as well in that you have dignity as a human being.  
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Second, Jesus says: "To the one wanting to sue you and take your coat, give him your cloak 
as well.” The context for this statement is the highly exploitive economic system of the time 
in which the wealthy used high interest rates to force poor people into defaulting on their 
loans and losing their land. The situation, then, is one in which a person has been made so 
poor in this system that he is being sued to turn over his outer garment. Jesus is telling that 
person to give the creditor not only his outer garment (his coat) but his undergarment (his 
cloak) as well, thus, so that the creditor will be shamed when he must look upon the 
nakedness of the one he has reduced to such poverty. 
 
Finally, Jesus says: “If anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile.”  This 
refers to a Roman law that made it possible for a Roman soldier to force anyone into limited 
service, i.e. compel a person carry his soldier's gear (about 70 pounds).  He could legally 
compel a person to carry this load for one mile, but, under penalty of law for no more than 
one mile. 
 
To go the second mile, therefore, was both an assertion of independence and personal 
autonomy in a dehumanizing situation and was the creation of a situation in which the 
soldier might have to ask the person for the gear back in order to avoid punishment by his 
superiors. 
All of these tactics, these ways of dealing with oppressors and enemies, builds to one 
thing—that Christian people are to love their enemies. In saying this, Jesus does not mean 
that Christians are to have warm feelings for those who wrong them but are to extend to 
oppressors and enemies the kind of second chances and generosity that God does, God who 
sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous, the one who makes the sun rise on the evil 
and on the good. 
 
Huston Smith, scholar of world religions was once asked to list what he considered to be the 
distinctive and unique characteristics of the various world religions. When he got to 
Christianity, Smith simply said: “Forgiveness. Forgiveness and love of enemies. This is the 
very strange notion that makes the teaching of Jesus distinctive.”  
 
Yes, distinctive, and oh so very hard, especially today on our Sunday commemoration of 
Remembrance Day when we remember all Canadians who have died in any armed conflict.  
 
As the daughter of a World War II veteran whose father would never speak of his war 
experiences, my belief is that all the efforts Jesus speaks of that have non-violent peace as 
their aim and as their way of being—all these are good and right. We must do all we can do 
neither to disappear from, nor to escalate violence. But right beside this as its companion is 
our lament and our honouring of those who in many ways had no choice but to be swept up 
in the conflict and violence of war and who gave their lives there. Their stories and their acts 
of humanity under the most extreme conditions will forever amaze and inspire us.  It is the 
sacrifice of their lives that, in my humble opinion, should spur us on to continue to seek 
peace: peace, personally and nationally, peace in our relationships, peace among the nations, 
peace in the way we walk in the world. 
 
And so this morning where in your life as an individual, where in the life of this community, 
where in the world, are you being invited to make peace—to make peace not by knuckling 



 4 

under, but by showing up and proposing a different way to come at things?  In other words, 
where are you being called to be the dignity and peace of God in your world? 
 
The sayings on peacemaking and war of one of my favorite writers, poet William Stafford, 
were gathered into a collection entitled Every War Has Two Losers. This is what Stafford said 
about the impact we can have if we personally adopt a way of both showing up and de-
escalating potential violence.  It’s a short sentence that I will leave you this morning as we 
both embrace Jesus’ challenge to make peace, and as we honour those who have died in 
armed conflict.   
 
This is what Stafford said: “To hold the voice down and the eyes up when facing someone 
who antagonizes you is a slight weight—once. But in a lifetime it adds up to tons.”  
 
 
 
 
 


