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I think all of us can think of circumstances where the instruction 

to “turn the other cheek” seems like exactly the wrong thing to 

do, where to offer no resistance to one who is evil would be 

equivalent to ignoring the call to work for justice. 

On the scale of world events, for example, I can’t think of 

anyone today who would hold the opinion that we should have 

let Adolf Hitler just do his thing.  Or in or own day and age that 

drug cartels should be given carte blanche to wreak their havoc 

on the lives of the poor and to destroy whole societies. 

Certainly, there must be a context in which taking Jesus’ 

admonition makes sense, first of all, and also provides us with a 

roadmap for our journey to God. 

What seems to me to be a promising approach is to start with 

that notion of “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.”  You may 

already know that that proscription of the law was designed to 

limit the extent to which a person could retaliate for the wrong 

that had been done to them.  Before that it was “anything goes!” 

There was no law, so people felt justified to doing whatever 

their hurt and rage drew them to.  Your neighbor stole a cow, 

you went and slaughtered their whole herd.  “An eye for an eye, 

set limits to the extent to which a person could retaliate.  The 

punishment had to fit the crime.  By and large, that principle still 

applies in our criminal justice system today. 

What I believe Jesus is getting at is the issue of what we use as 

our frame of reference for how we conduct our lives.  

Ultimately, he is promoting a response which takes God’s 

example as the one to follow, rather than human behavior.  Does 

God retaliate?  I know that sometimes people say things like, “If 
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I’m telling a lie, may God strike me down with a bolt of 

lightning.”  Probably one reason a person would say that is 

because they feel pretty sure God won’t. 

My guess is, if God retaliated, even proportionally, to the 

wrongs we do, we’d all be in a heap of trouble.  We’d never get 

untracked, never move forward because of the weight of the 

wrong we were being punished for. 

Instead of putting retaliation in the center of our response to the 

injustices we suffer, Jesus looks at God’s response to injustices 

done to Him and sees reconciliation holding the center.  God, in 

his holiness, finds it more important to open up a way to right 

wrongs by reestablishing concord than the rough justice that 

ultimately leads to no one being saved. 

Where can we find examples on the human scene of that 

principle being put into action?  One situation that comes to 

mind to me is the efforts of the victims of apartheid in South 

Africa to avoid a simple result of the oppressors and the 

oppressed changing places once apartheid was brought to an 

end.  Instead, under the leadership of Nelson Mandela and 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu, the whole country was urged to 

engage in a process of reconciliation through its truth and 

reconciliation commission. 

The goal of the process was, first and foremost, to heal the 

nation, not to assign blame and retaliate.  Admittedly, it has been 

difficult task, but for all that one that was informed by the 

Gospel.  Here were people trying to take the words of Jesus 

seriously and letting those words guide their actions. 
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At the level of individual response there’s the witness of Fr. 

Lawrence Jenco, who spent 18 months as a hostage of Islamic 

radicals, often being beaten and keep in inhumane conditions.  

In the account that he wrote of the ordeal once he had been freed 

Fr. Lawrence said that toward the end of his captivity one of his 

captors asked him if he forgave them.  He realized in that 

moment that he was being called to forgive, to "let go of 

revenge, retaliation and vindictiveness".  He forgave his captors.   

That impressed one of them so much that on the day Fr. 

Lawrence was freed the man came up to him, knelt before him, 

and asked him for his blessing. 

This is what all this comes down to, I think.  If we want to 

pursue holiness in our lives, we cannot do so without making 

reconciliation a central value.  The two cannot be separated. 

There are times when justice will only be served by confronting 

and resisting evil.  But justice is not served by vengeance or 

vindictiveness.  Those characteristics are opposed to holiness. 

Jesus is presuming that holiness of life is what we are after.  If 

we are not, there’s no real point of listening to him, on this 

matter or any other, and we can go our merry way to whatever 

end that approach leads us.  We just need to know, that end will 

not be with God. 

 


