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Readings: Seventh Sunday in Ordinary Time | USCCB 

 

In Alabama, it’s illegal to drive blindfolded. In Arizona, it’s illegal 

for a donkey to sleep in a bathtub. In Arkansas, you can’t honk your 

horn near a sandwich shop after 9pm. In Indiana, it’s illegal to ride a 

horse above 10mph. What? Might sound absurd, crazy even, but these 

are actual laws in place in some states. 

Some people can say the same thing about faith. In Christianity, 

one must not eat meat on Fridays of lent, except things like fish, reptiles, 

and puffins, they are not considered meat. In Catholicism, you must 

baptize using water and the exact words of “I baptize you in the name of 

the Father, and of the Son, and of the Hoy Spirit” otherwise it’s 

considered invalid. What? You probably heard of the priest in Arizona 

who baptized thousands of people saying “we peptize you” instead of “I 

baptize you” which means all those baptisms where invalid. Might 

sound like a crazy rule to some.  

I imagine people had the same response with Jesus when they 

heard things like today’s gospel: in Christianity, if someone strikes you 

on one cheek, you must give them the other. What? 

But there is more to laws in the context of faith than just being 

picky and having uniformity. One the one hand they do provide structure 

and help avoid abuses, but on the other hand, they are meant to protect 

the person at a deeper level, at the core of who they are. That is what lies 

behind, for example, the command to love your enemy and turning the 

other cheek, a phrase which is so often misunderstood. People take it to 
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mean that one must be passive to offenses. I hear it in confession once in 

a while: Father, I am in an abusive relationship, but I know this is God’s 

will and I just have to turn to the other cheek. What? Not so. I’d like to 

focus on that phrase for our reflection today. First, context.  

Jesus is saying this as part of his sermon on the plain we began 

reading last week. This teaching is in the middle of the sermon, consider 

to be the heart of it, the main point of the teaching. Also recall that Luke 

is writing this narrative to a mostly Greek community which makes it a 

bit different than Matthew’s version of the Sermon on the Mount written 

for a Jewish audience.   

Well, in Greek culture, there was value in the idea of enmity; the 

feeling of opposing someone against you, even if with hostility. In fact, a 

common phrase at that time was “do harm to one’s enemy and be of 

service to one’s friend.” It made sense; it didn’t sound like a crazy rule. 

If someone, did you harm, you could harm them back.  

This idea of amenity is not just specific to Greek culture. The 

Jewish worldview for example also had a similar value which in 

Matthew’s version of the sermon on the mount is described as “an eye 

for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.” We ourselves also have a similar 

value in our own culture, we evoke wishes of “karma” on those who 

wrong us, as we hope they get what they deserve, pay back. 

But we also know that we can’t live in a world of enmity all the 

time. You can’t just be out getting revenge on everyone who does you 

wrong, that is not really productive to society, so cultures have set in 

place ways to at least deal with the enemy.  
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By the times of Jesus, the Greeks had realized “maybe it would be 

a good idea to be friends with the enemy.” Out of that idea came their 

philosophy on the different levels of love like philos – the kind of warm 

affection you show for your friends, and eros, the kind of devotional 

love you show a spouse. These different levels of love made it possible 

to love someone close to you a lot, and at least showing a bit of 

brotherly concern for someone not as close, even possibly enemy. You 

could chose how much to love someone. 

This philosophy also influenced the Jewish culture and God used it 

to develop what would become our understand of Christian love. We see 

it for example, in the first reading. David is being persecuted by Saul 

who wants to kill him. David manages to sneak into Saul’s camp by 

night, and has the opportunity to slay him with his own sword while he 

slept – which is what I think I would have done, but instead David takes 

his sword without harming him. Why? David spared Saul’s life not 

because he himself loved him, but because he understood God at least 

favored him. He is not loving his enemy, but he is at least being moved 

to not having to kill him… a baby step closer to what Jesus does in the 

sermon on the plain.  

In this sermon, Luke takes the Greek notion of “it’s a good idea to 

maybe have some concern for your enemy” and applies as a law, a 

command. Jesus demands that his disciples love, but to love beyond just 

philos, beyond just eros. We are now entering into the way God loves, 

agape: a full, selfless, unconditional love for all, and we are to love 

everyone in this same way, and the first example he gives as to what this 

type of love looks like, is to offer the other cheek. 
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What does it mean in the Greek context? Greek society pride 

themselves for their architecture, philosophy, and judicial system, their 

laws. If someone, did you wrong, then you sued them to the full extent 

of the law. Law makes right. For them, the law held the answer to all of 

the problems of society. But of course, we know that the law, as just as it 

may be, often fails, and it doesn’t really solve anything because while 

justice is served on one end, injustice is experienced on the other. 

Depending purely on the law for justice just foster even more enmity. 

Well, the new Greek Christians were experiencing new forms of 

offenses against them for their faith, both from non-Christians in a pagan 

world, by family, and by other Christian communities. They really loved 

some Christians, especially those who agreed with them, but dint really 

love others, much less non-Christians. Since their culture valued law as 

the answer to all the problems, the temptation for them was make their 

new Christian community just another legal movement where you sued 

and punished the enemy.   

So, in Luke’s version of turning the other cheek, he is reminding 

the community that Jesus has given them THE LAW to live by, the 

command to love, and this way of loving did not include suing, did not 

include making a new penal system, they were to follow this law by 

doing the exact opposite, by turning the other check, the opposite of 

suing.   

What is the opposite of suing? To forgiving the offence. To show 

mercy. To love. Here we have a new way to love, agape, to love all 

times, to be merciful at all times even with those who do not show you 

mercy, and it’s not just a sentiment, Jesus says it involves actions: to do 
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good, to bless, and to pray for. Jesus does away with the different levels 

of love, and says: you must love everyone in the same way – agape. 

This demand to love everyone in this way even the enemy sounds 

like a crazy law, yet, Jesus has given it to us as a command because it 

goes to the heart of the problem. It protects us from things like anger and 

resentment, and that makes it powerful. Anyone can love, anyone can 

wish good things upon others, but to love those who don’t love you back 

is difficult – yet, that is how God loves, and that is how we are TO love, 

which is only possible because in Christ, we bear the image of God. 

Turning the other cheek is to love the way God loves -  and God’s love, 

as we see in the cross, is anything but passive.  

That is primarily the type of Church Luke is reminding us that 

Jesus wants, that the world needs. Yes, we have rules, yes, we have 

structures, yes, we have canon law that says meticulous things like you 

must say “I” instead of “we” in order for a baptism to be valid, but first, 

and foremost, we are to be a church of agape, of compassion, or mercy. 

It can be so easy for us to get lost in the rules and become a church that 

first condemns rather than loves. If we are to be an authentic Christian 

community, then love has no levels, neither here, nor in our homes, nor 

in our workplaces. 

I’ll leave you with this final implication of turning the other cheek. 

Normally when someone strikes you, you are to keep your head down, 

to be submissive. Jesus saying you must turn the other cheek implies 

having to lift your head again. It implies having to look back at the one 

who hit you, who offended you, but this time not with enmity, not with 

the look and desire for karma or payback… it is to look back at them 
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with the eyes of Christ. Think about that next time someone offends you. 

Look back at them with love.  

 

+ Fr. Carlos 


