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38 “You have heard that it was said, An eye for an eye and a tooth for a 
tooth.[a] 39 But I say to you that you must not oppose those who want to 
hurt you. If people slap you on your right cheek, you must turn the left 
cheek to them as well. 40 When they wish to haul you to court and take 
your shirt, let them have your coat too. 41 When they force you to go 
one mile, go with them two. 42 Give to those who ask, and don’t refuse 
those who wish to borrow from you. 

43 “You have heard that it was said, You must love your neighbor[b] and 
hate your enemy. 44 But I say to you, love your enemies and pray for 
those who harass you 45 so that you will be acting as children of your 
Father who is in heaven. He makes the sun rise on both the evil and the 
good and sends rain on both the righteous and the unrighteous. 46 If 
you love only those who love you, what reward do you have? Don’t 
even the tax collectors do the same? 47 And if you greet only your 
brothers and sisters, what more are you doing? Don’t even the Gentiles 
do the same?48 Therefore, just as your heavenly Father is complete in 
showing love to everyone, so also you must be complete. (CEB) 

 
 
Today we conclude our look at the first part of the Sermon on the 
Mount before we start our Lenten sermon series next Sunday. Let me 
plug Lent for a moment. Wednesday, we begin the season with Ash 
Wednesday. There will be a service at 7pm that evening. At the service, 
we will remember who we are and focus on the things in our lives that 
keep us from fully connecting with God and other people. Each person 
will be invited to write on a paper star that thing or things that keeps 
them from accepting and living into God’s love and forgiveness. It might 
be something you are doing, it might be something from your past, it 
might even be your own busyness. Whatever it is, we invite you to 
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write it on a star. At the end of the service, those stars will become dust 
as we burn them and enter into Lent. There are stars on the Welcome 
Center and on the table right outside the sanctuary. I invite you to take 
one home and write the thing getting in your way on it and bring it back 
with you on Wednesday. Some of our youth have contributed a 
Readers’ Theater to the service as well. I invite all of you to come! Next 
Sunday, the Lenten sermon series begins. The series is called Sabbath 
as Resistance: Saying No to the Culture of Now. It’s based on a book by 
Walter Brueggemann by the same name. I hope you are planning to 
read along with me. I would enjoy talking to you about the book. I’ve 
enjoyed reading it and thinking about Sabbath in terms of being both 
counter cultural and necessary. I guess that’s enough to a commercial! 
Getting back to today’s text.. 
 
In the last few weeks, we’ve been reminded that Jesus took Jewish 
scripture and tradition pretty seriously, even radically. This week’s text 
presents us with another part of Jesus’ radical attitude with regard to 
Jewish practices. This passage gets at the heart of the Christian ethic. 
How are we to respond when we are mistreated, even violently 
oppressed? How are we to respond when others are mistreated, even 
violently oppressed? And what about the people doing the mistreating 
or oppressing…what obligation do we have to them? 
 
For centuries, Christians have been clobbering people who are 
vulnerable with and poorly interpreted words from the Bible. Slave 
owners told their slaves the Bible says they should obey their masters. 
Wives have been told good, Christian women submit to their husbands. 
People in the LGBTQ community have been told scripture identifies 
their very being as sinful. Women have been told if they really want to 
help the church, they should stay quiet, certainly they should not be 
preachers.  
 



Our faith tradition encourages us to read and interpret the Bible for 
ourselves. Part of the foundation of the Christian Church (Disciples of 
Christ) is that we agree that we don’t have to all believe the same 
things in order to thrive in community together. In many ways, our 
strength is in our diversity.  We learn from each other. Let me say this, 
though, if an interpretation of the Bible excludes, oppresses, 
dehumanizes, or devalues another human being, or if God is portrayed 
as loving one group more than another, read it again, study it further, 
learn more.  The Bible should never be heard by those who are 
suffering at the hands of others, “Thus saith the Lord, ‘Grin and bear 
it.’” 
 
Sadly, today’s passage has been used like that. It’s been used 
inappropriately to keep people who are oppressed in their place. It is 
important to remember that the intent of the original Torah references 
Jesus used was justice, not maintaining the status quo, keeping people 
in their places. We are called, in this passage, to bring about justice in 
ways that do not reflect the ideology of those who oppress, but instead 
reflect God’s love for all people and all of creation.  
 
Jesus demands that we overcome the initial impulse to return violence 
with violence, but does turning the other cheek simply mean humble 
submission? Theologian and scholar Walter Wink, in his essay, Beyond 
Just War and Pacifism: Jesus’ Nonviolent Way, claims, that when we 
understand the original context of these verses, we see that turning the 
other cheek is an example of nonviolent direct action, which he defines 
as “a practical, strategic measure for empowering the oppressed.”  
 
Let me explain starting with 
“…If people slap you on your right cheek, you must turn the left cheek 
to them as well.”   
Why would Jesus have specified the right cheek?  A blow by the right 
fist or an open-handed slap in that right-handed world would land on 



the left cheek of the opponent.  To hit the right cheek with a fist or 
open-handed slap would require using the left hand, but in that society 
the left hand was used only for unclean tasks. The only way the right 
hand naturally strikes the right cheek is with the back of the hand.   
 
A backhand slap was used to reprimand people beneath you.  Masters 
backhanded slaves; husbands, wives; parents, children; men, women; 
Romans, Jews. Retaliation for any of these “inferiors” would have been 
life changing…maybe life ending. The only normal response would be 
cowering submission, and staying in one’s place of oppression. 
 
When the person who is struck turns the other cheek, the backhanded 
slap is no longer possible with the right hand. The oppressor has to 
decide whether or not to slap the person again. If he does, the slap 
implies equality because it is not a backhand slap. You see, this 
exchange is not about physically hurting another person, but about 
insulting the other person. The intention is clearly not to injure but to 
humiliate, to put someone in his or her place.  Wink contends that 
turning the other cheek, “seizes the initiative from the oppressor, 
overcomes fear, and reclaims the power of choice, all the while 
maintaining the humanity of the oppressor.” Control, even if only a 
little bit, is seized by the person who is oppressed. 
 
The second illustration is similar in that the oppressor is thrown off and 
is forced to engage the oppressed on different terms. “When they wish 
to haul you to court and take your shirt, let them have your coat too.” 
People who were poor needed to borrow money (often to pay taxes), 
and they had no collateral, they were allowed to offer their garments as 
collateral. The Jewish law forbade the creditor from keeping the 
garment used as collateral overnight. The person would get to have it 
back for overnights in order to keep warm.  
 



Imagine a very poor person being hounded by a creditor and ordered to 
permanently surrender the garment. Jesus says, surrender 
everything…if he takes your outer garment, give him your under 
garment. Now picture the debtor standing completely naked before his 
creditor and the entire community. First, the creditor would be seen as 
cruel and harsh by everyone observing. Probably, before the debtor got 
his clothes off, the creditor would be likely to urge him to stop 
undressing so the creditor didn’t look bad. In addition, in that culture, it 
was more shameful to see another person naked or cause another’s 
nakedness than to be the one naked and being seen. This response to 
the antagonist empowers the victim, restores dignity to the oppressed 
because they are making a choice, and still maintains the humanity of 
the oppressor.   
 
As fascinating as these illustrations, and the others in this passage are, 
from a cultural and historical point of view, I want to get to the point. 
The point is, people who are oppressed are not being asked to accept 
humiliation and dehumanization, rather Jesus was encouraging them to 
resist in ways that do not do further harm. In addition, this passage 
shows us that disciples of Jesus will continually have to create new 
ways that enable victims to retain their human dignity in the face of 
intimidation while, at the same time, confronting oppressors with the 
evil of their conduct. So, what does that look like in our contemporary 
context? 
 
Of course, the first situations that came to my mind were from the 60’s 
and the Civil Rights Movement. I thought of the African American 
students who sat down at the lunch counter at Woolworth’s in 1960. I 
thought of Rosa Parks refusing to give up her seat on the bus. Such 
courage and such regard for the humanity of all people. That kind of 
activity didn’t stop in the 60’s though. It is still happening today…all the 
time.  



There was an event that happened last year in Bloomington, IL. In the 
midst of the presidential campaign, as you know, there was a lot of 
concern about some of the rhetoric coming from the candidates. 
Specifically, there was concern about some of the things then candidate 
Donald Trump was saying about some groups of people like Muslims 
and immigrants. One Sunday, Donald Trump came to town. 
 
In Bloomington, and other communities in our country, there is a grass 
roots community organization called Not in Our Town (NIOT) whose 
mission is to create safe, inclusive communities. NIOT works with 
schools to combat bullying, and whole communities to protect the 
rights and dignity of groups who experience discrimination, such as 
Muslims, the LGBTQ community, and people who do not have white 
skin.  
 
On the day Trump came to town, many people gathered at the airport 
to support him and hear him speak. Many other people were very 
bothered by his presence, so they also gathered at the airport to 
protest. The NIOT steering committee was asked to participate in the 
protest and to encourage others to participate in the protest.  
I was a member of the steering committee. We talked about whether 
to be part of the protest…many of us agreed with the protesters, 
however, we did not want NIOT to be perceived as a political 
organization. We all agreed that it was going to take all of us, regardless 
of party affiliation, to create the kind of community we wanted to live 
in. We also agreed that we needed to address the hateful rhetoric. 
 
What we decided to do was lend our presence to the event, but 
separate ourselves from the protest. We were weary, based on the 
anger we were hearing from some groups in the community, that the 
protesters would engage in rhetoric as hateful as that which they were 
accusing Trump. Members of NIOT stood across the highway from the 
airport where Trump, his supporters, and the protesters were and held 



signs that said No Hate…NIOT and signs inviting people to join us in 
creating an safe, inclusive community. 
We used our voices to denounce all hate and exclusion, and rather than 
pointing fingers and shouting at others, we invited them to join our 
fight for justice and inclusion. Following that event, NIOT had many 
new partners in the community. 
 
Another example of making justice happen creatively revolves around 
the current push to deport people who are undocumented. You are 
probably aware that there is a great deal of fear among people who are 
undocumented. For many years, some churches have provided 
sanctuary for people who are undocumented. There has been a policy 
that Immigration and Customs forces will not enter what they call 
sensitive areas, like churches and schools, to retrieve people suspected 
of being undocumented, unless there is danger to others in not 
apprehending them immediately. The sense now, is that the policy of 
not entering sensitive areas will probably be abandoned.  
 
There are people, mostly in California, but in other areas too, who are 
part of an underground safe system that will house people who are 
undocumented…they will hide them from ICE and other law 
enforcement officials. I heard an interview of some of the people who 
are part of this underground network to protect immigrants. The 
common theme was that, right now, the reality is undocumented 
people are vulnerable and immigration reform won’t come soon 
enough to protect them, so these people see protecting them as the 
only option. They are resisting injustice by providing protection and 
compassion for people who are powerless.  They are saying no to 
unjust immigration laws publicly and privately protecting people who 
are undocumented. They are giving them the gift of more time…with 
their families, in the safety of a private home which cannot be entered 
without a search warrant. 
 



One other example I want to share is something I have heard about 
from a number of people. There has been talk of the possibility of 
Muslims being asked to register with the government. This is based on 
the fear of some people that people who practice Islam are violent and 
seek to hurt everyone who is not Muslim. This is not true, of course. 
Last Saturday, I was at a book signing for the book Becoming Brave, 
written by Sharon and Mary Bishop Baldwin. Sharon and Mary were the 
lead plaintiffs in the 10-year lawsuit that brought marriage equality to 
Oklahoma in October 2014. Sharon and Mary spoke to the group 
gathered last Saturday. The read excerpts from the book and answered 
questions. One of the things Sharon talked about was the idea that 
groups of people who have been oppressed have a responsibility to 
stand with each other. She said, “If Muslims have to register, I will 
register as a Muslim.” Sharon is not the first person I have heard say 
that. Many of my clergy colleagues have shared that they will register 
as well, and I would too. I wonder…what will happen when millions and 
millions of people, who are not Muslim, register. How useful will the 
registry be? 
 
I wonder what creative solutions to injustice live in your hearts? Do you 
dream of the things you would do to help others if you won the lottery 
or had a money tree out back? I do. All the time. But here is what I 
know for sure. We have resources beyond our checkbooks and now is 
the time to access them. There are people right here in Bartlesville who 
need us to think outside the box.  
 
In the lives of many of our neighbors, poverty is winning. Let me tell 
you, it is hard to be poor. People who live in poverty spend most of 
their waking hours trying to meet their needs for that day. What will we 
eat? Where will we stay tonight? Will I be able to get to work? Poverty 
is exhausting. 
 



In our community, there are people who depend on the Circuit Bus to 
get to work, doctor appointments, and do their shopping. We need a 
creative solution very, very soon or we will lose that service for the 
people in our community who are the most vulnerable. People who 
currently have jobs will lose them because they can’t get to work. And 
then our community will have one more homeless family. The City of 
Bartlesville doesn’t contribute funding to the Circuit Bus. It exists 
because of the generosity of private donors, a few generous business 
owners, and other non-profit organizations. Is there something you can 
do to help? Do you know someone who can help? How can we stand up 
to the evil of poverty? 
 
And I think about Family Promise. We still struggle getting other 
churches on board. It is not an option to give up on housing these 
families. I have to tell you, I might have said this week, to some other 
ministers, that if Family Promise doesn’t get all 13 churches it ideally 
needs, Disciples Christian Church will pick up the slack for them. 
Hospitality is not optional for followers of Jesus. What can we do to 
ignite a desire in others to join us in showing hospitality to these 
families? How can we call out the oppression of people who are 
homeless, empower them to have a different life, and create a better 
Bartlesville together? 
 
These are just two examples of situations and people who need our 
attention. I know there are many more. 
I spent a lot of time in the car this weekend. I drove to and from 
Chicago, listening to news most of the way. I got back yesterday about 
supper time, feeling very glad I went to support John at the diving 
meet, but feeling quite angry. The news right now makes me angry. I’m 
curious…are there some of you who find yourselves angry when you 
listen to the news? You may heat some of that anger in my sermon 
today. I am not angry at you. I am angry at systems that keep people in 
their place instead of suspending the status quo. I keep thinking about 



the story of Jesus overturning tables in the temple. That’s kind of 
always been the image of Jesus I most relate to anyway.  
 
I am determined to make my anger work for people who are 
vulnerable. And I am determined to not let my anger change who I am 
and what I believe about human beings. I believe every human being 
has worth and is deeply loved by God. You see, we have to stand up for 
injustice on our terms, on God’s terms, and not on the terms of our 
oppressor. When Jesus said, “Love your enemies.” He wasn’t talking 
about a warm fuzzy emotion, but acknowledgement and action that 
values the humanity of all people…the oppressed and the oppressors. 
 
We are called to be different. We are called to seek solutions that 
recognize the worth of all people. We are called to subvert the norm 
which is often, whoever is bigger, stronger, and wealthier wins. This is 
the heart of who we are, as followers of Jesus. We can tip the scale on 
behalf of our neighbors near and far. I believe that together we can 
help people who are vulnerable win and then we all win. And I’m 
grateful we are in it together. Amen. 
 
 
  


