Epiphany 7A 2011

Matthew 5:38-48

May 23, 1963 at a Woolworth Department store’s lunch counter in Jackson, Mississippi a white male and two African American women sat down at lunch time in a demonstration against the whites only rule. There is a photograph of these three sitting in the midst of a sea of young white faces (all male). The photograph depicts the three demonstrators dripping milk shakes and ice cream from their heads and mustard, ketchup, sugar and salt all over their clothes as laughing instigators taunt and physically abuse them. It is a gut wrenching photograph. The absolute inhumanity of it all makes one wonder how people can treat another human being in such a deplorable and degrading manner. I guess that is my first reaction-----the absolute disgustingness of it all.

My second reaction is complete admiration for the three being abused and humiliated. I admire their inner strength. How could they have sat there being degraded and humiliated and not have thrown a fist or responded in any sort of retaliatory manner is amazing. Was this true strength or glorified passivity? 
“You have heard that it was said (says Jesus), ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I say to you,’ Do not resist an evildoer. If anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also.”

Listen to another translation from The Message bible. “Here’s another old saying that deserves a second look: Eye for eye, tooth for tooth.’ Is that going to get us anywhere? Here’s what I propose (says Jesus): Don’t hit back at all. If someone strikes you, stand there and take it.”
To tell you the truth, I was thinking of copying this photograph, inserting it in our bulletin for today and then when I reached this point in the sermon, simply sit down and let you stare at the photograph for the next 15 minutes. Ah, but, give a preacher a microphone and an opportunity and we will not pass up the opportunity to talk.

If a picture is worth a thousand words, then this photograph presents a snapshot of Jesus’ message for us today regarding responding to those who insult us and do us harm. It depicts the higher moral ground of those who, by every right, could have fought back when physically abused in such a manner but didn’t. At the same time it depicts the absolute face of evil in all of its ugliness. It depicts the incredible strength and conviction of those who are being insulted to NOT strike back. Striking back is the easier less strong position because it just would have turned into a brawl. Striking back would have given the crowd a reason (albeit a weak one) to hit back further perhaps even to the point of killing someone. What these three young students did was win over the hearts of every decent human being because they exposed evil in all of its rawness. And evil hates the limelight. It prefers darkness. When exposed, it loses every time.
Listen to what Martin Luther King had to say about this strength in a Christmas sermon: “I’ve seen too much hate to want to hate, myself, . . . and every time I see it, I say to myself, hate is too great a burden to bear. Somehow we must be able to stand up before our most bitter opponents and say: ‘We shall match your capacity to inflict suffering by our capacity to endure suffering. We will meet your physical force with soul force. Do to us what you will and we will still love you. . . . and so throw us in jail and we will still love you. Bomb our homes and threaten our children, and, as difficult as it is, we will still love you. . . . But be assured that we’ll wear you down by our capacity to suffer, and one day we will win our freedom. We will not only win freedom for ourselves, we will so appeal to your heart and conscience that we will win you in the process, and our victory will be a double victory.”

Briefly, that is what today’s gospel message is all about. We could end here and really have a meaningful message, but I want to go into an area which I think gets very fuzzy regarding this turn-the-other-cheek directive. And like all things, I am going to tell you a story to illustrate my thoughts. 
Several years ago, while we were living in Atlanta, a parishioner gave me three tickets to one of the college football bowl games. Well, Janice had absolutely no interest in going so I told our son, Michael, who was about eight years old at the time that he could invite a friend, which he did. 
Since the game was on a Sunday, we got there late-----well into the first quarter, but I figured what the heck we had reserved seats and great ones at that, so no problem. Approaching our seating area, I gave the young high school age female usher our tickets in order to guide us to our seats. Well, when we arrived at our section, of course, someone was sitting in our seats. No problem, I expected we would show them our tickets and they would move. Not so! And let me say that our entire section was filled----no empty seats.

“May I see your tickets, please?” said the young usher to the fellow sitting in our seats.” “Let me see your tickets,” he responded. Hmmm that wasn’t very nice of him I thought. Being kindly the usher shows the fellow our tickets. “Now, may I see your tickets, please?” reiterated the usher. “Well, I don’t have tickets for these seats. I have tickets for those seats back there (pointing to two rows behind him)”

As he started to get up to give us our seats and proceed to his seats, a fellow in his seats shouts out, “Sit down!” And then he says rather loudly and aggressively to me and the usher, “Look, we have been all through this earlier.” We, I thought, what is he talking about? It was then that I noticed about thirty people, all sitting in this section looking at me with frustrated and annoying eyes. 
Apparently, there was a huge problem with tickets in this section. I never did quite find out exactly what the problem was. Some said it was fake tickets where people held tickets for the same seats. Others said that the guy with the big mouth brought some friends in from other seats and bullied others into letting these people sit there. As I said, I never really did find out. But one thing was clear, I was creating a huge problem as well as blocking the view of people sitting on the other side of this growing confrontation. Shouts of ‘Hey buddy, sit down!’ started to ring out.

The usher looked at me in resignation. I said (nicely) to the fellow in my seats, “I don’t know what went on before, but you are in my seats, and I would like to sit there.” Again, he started to get up, when suddenly the loud mouth bully guy bounded over five or six people and before I knew it he was inches away from me and in my face.

He was furious. He was shaking he was so angry. He proceeded to poke me with his finger and cuss at me spewing droplets of beer saliva on my face and shirt. My heart started pounding. By now all the sections around my sections were watching what was going on. There was more action in our section than on the field. 

I looked down beside me, and I saw my son’s eyes wide open and riveted upon me. What should I do? This is one of those moments in life that affect a person for life. Should I bring my head down on the bridge of this guy’s nose and while he stumbles knee him in the crotch and then throw him onto the guy and his family who were sitting in my seats, jump on him and stuff cotton candy down the back of his shirt? Or should I de-escalate and go to the security office?
I de-escalated. I told the fellow in my face that I thought the best way to handle this is to let security deal with it. He relaxed some and said, “Go ahead, Bub. My brother is the head of security. Good luck.” And he returned to his (or someone’s) seats.

I proceeded to security who said there was nothing they could do unless I could prove who had real tickets. So, they advised that I go to the main ticket office, which I did. The guy there said there was nothing he could do except give me some other tickets in the Bob Uecker section and free hot dogs and beer………..which I took.

In telling this story to many people over the years, almost all have told me that I did the right thing. But I didn’t feel that way. As we sat and watched the rest of the game, I was furious. You see, the reason I didn’t hit the guy wasn’t because of any directive by Jesus. I didn’t fight the guy because of fear. First of all, I didn’t like being the center of attention. Secondly, what if I did hit the guy and he in turn pummeled me? I just wanted the entire situation to go away. So, I backed down. And I felt embarrassed in front of my son and his friend. What would his father have done? I felt my fear was transparent. I felt like a coward.
Over the years, I rationalized my behavior by telling myself that this is exactly what Jesus wants us to do. Yes, I agree. It would have been stupid to have hit the guy. And yes, I exhausted every means of trying to sit in our seats. I am comfortable with that. But I didn’t do it out of strength of religious conviction…….but fear. And I don’t think this is what Jesus had in mind when he spoke the words ‘turn the other cheek’.

I understand Jesus telling us to control our anger when insulted or offended by obnoxious or even hateful people. I understand it, and I agree with it. Choosing not to strike another when you are willing to do so is different than not striking someone because you are afraid to do so. I had a karate instructor once tell us that the best fight is the one you never get into. I agree, but that is easy for a 100th degree black belt to say. Tell it to some prepubescent 8th grader when he is being stuffed into a gym locker with his underwear pulled up over his ears from a severe wedgie.
I wanted to share my football story because I think Christianity is often a cover some of us use to protect ourselves from facing our fears of confrontation. Christianity is not about appeasement at all cost. It is not about giving in to a bullying boss or verbally abusive spouse or jerky neighbor. Yes, it looks like non-retaliation but in reality instead of your anger being projected onto an offender, your anger is projected onto yourself. And that is just as wrong. When we do this enough, we often end up exploding on the take-out person at IN N Out or some telemarketer on the phone. Or you take a gun to work or school and shoot up the place. And people say, “Gee, Greg always seemed like a very nice neighbor. He never exhibited such aggressive behavior like that before.”

This issue is never addressed in church. It seems the church doesn’t care so long as we all turn the other cheek. But Jesus doesn’t call us to suffering through weakness. He calls us to suffering through strength. 
You see, whether you hit someone after being insulted or cave in, they are both the flip side of the same coin, and that coin is the fight/flight coin. We need a new coin. And I have a suggestion.

One of the great benefits of having children is being able to read books that, when you were younger, you didn’t read and now, as an adult, feel to embarrassed to read. (“So, Greg, I am reading Woodward’s The Obama Wars, what are you reading? Charlotte’s Web.) One of the books I read with our son was To Kill A Mocking Bird. And it is one of my all time favorites. I am going to read a scene near the end of the book. It involves Atticus Finch, the protagonist in the novel, and Mr. Ewell, the bad guy who used to abuse physically and sexually his daughter Mayella. When Mayella showed up with bruises, Mr. Ewell blamed it on Tom, an African American. Atticus, the attorney, defends Tom in his trial, and in doing so, pretty much makes it clear that the offender is Mr. Ewell. Okay, here is the scene.
According to Miss Stephanie Crawford…….Atticus was leaving the post office when Mr. Ewell approached him, cursed him, spat on him, and threatened to kill him. Miss Stephanie said Atticus didn’t bat an eye, just took out his handkerchief and wiped his face and stood there and let Mr. Ewell call him names wild horses could not bring her to repeat. Mr. Ewell was a veteran of an obscure war, that plus Atticus’s peaceful reaction probably prompted him to inquire, “Too proud to fight?”…….Miss Stephanie said Atticus said, “No, too old,” put his hands in his pockets and strolled on. Miss Stephanie said you had to hand it to Atticus Finch, he could be right dry sometimes.

(Jem, Atticus’ son) Jem,” says Atticus, “ see if you can stand in Bob Ewell’s shoes a minute. I destroyed his last shred of credibility at that trial, if he had any to begin with . The man had to have some kind of a comeback…..So, if spitting in my face and threatening me saved his daughter Mayella Ewell one extra beating, that’s something I’ll gladly take. He had to take it out on somebody, and I’d rather it be me than that houseful of children out there. You understand?”
Most of us stop at Atticus’ refusal to strike back when spat upon. What strength! Yes, of course! But let’s go further for our purposes. Atticus endured humiliation not for himself but on behalf of another. And this is the key to Jesus’ statement this morning about resisting evildoers and turning one’s cheek. The goal of Jesus’ words is not simply to define reactions to our own personal insults. Rather, it is about the willingness to endure insults on behalf of another who needs support. It is about the willingness, as King said earlier, to suffer willingly for one who has been attacked. And that is real strength. 

I knew a clergy person when I was in the South who came across like the wimpiest guy ever. His vestry bossed him around, his wife wore the pants in his house, and he just seemed weak to me. Nice guy, but weak. And then, I discovered that he had been on the Freedom Ride to Anniston, Alabama in the 60s wherein the riders were pulled from the bus and the bus set on fire. That takes strength to put yourself intentionally in harm’s way for someone who needs your help. And that has far greater implications for the gospel than does any individual display of non-retaliation because it is not your battle but someone else’s. And, as a result, really changes people’s view.
And if you want to go even deeper, in this passage Jesus tells us to love our enemies. Sacrifice for our enemies! What? 

There is this story of a Hindu man, whose son was killed by angry Muslims when India was racked with religious hatred between the Hindus and Muslims. He came to Gandhi for advice. The man was so angry he wanted to kill every Muslim he could in order to avenge his son’s death. Gandhi told him to go out and find a Muslim boy, the same age as his son, who had lost his parents to Hindu mobs and take the boy in and raise him as his own son. But here is the kicker. Gandhi told him to raise the boy as a Muslim! Now we are getting down and dirty! Now, we are getting gospel dirty!
Our gospel passage this morning is not about retaliation from anger either directed towards another or ourselves. Ultimately, it is about seeing all of humanity----even those we supposedly hate----as our brothers and sisters. And that is a tall order. And you know, some of our weakest members are the best at it. 

Jesus doesn’t call any of us to be pushovers or doormats. He is trying to say that an eye for an eye makes the whole world blind (Gandhi). If we can love our enemies, that is see them as people just like us, then it is much harder to hate them. If we love our enemies, then their insults and aggressions are understood as their fear of us. That brings strength to even the weakest of knees. 
So, as for me, I am willing to concede that one incident those many years ago at a football game if our son has witnessed this type of strength in me.
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