
 

 1 

The Third Way of Jesus: Engaging but Not Mirroring Evil 
A. Stephen Van Kuiken 

Community Congregational U.C.C. 

Pullman, WA 

March 17, 2019 

 

It helps very much to have a community in which all the members are sharing the same 

practice.  In fact, it is crucial to be with a Sangha or a church where everyone practices 

together, or dwells mindfully in the Spirit.  We need to create such communities for our 

own benefit. 

—Thich Nhat Hanh 

 

Ancient Witness:  Matthew 5:38-42 

 

“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. 

 

Earlier this week, a man armed with an assault rifle shot and killed at least 50 people in two mosques in 

Christchurch, New Zeeland as they gathered for prayer.  Our prayers are with the victims and their 

communities and our Muslim sisters and brothers everywhere.  What are we to do in the face of such 

evil? 

 

The gunman, like many recent mass murderers in the United States, espoused White supremacist views, 

flashing the White power sign while smiling at this arraignment.  He reflected an ideology of violence, 

fear and hatred toward Muslims and immigrants that, like a cancer, has metastasized and spread from 

our country throughout the globe. 

 

This Islamophobic and xenophobic ideology has infected our political process, manifesting itself in 

policies and talking points.  This ideology, combined with free access to deadly weapons, has yielded 

horrific results.  As a community of practice, what shall we do? 

 

The Buddhist word for a “community of practice” is “sangha.”  I was amazed to find similarities 

between a sangha and the Christian church.  Thich Nhat Hanh once said that for the life of faith, it is 

crucial to be in a community where everyone practices together, or dwells mindfully in the Spirit.  He 

made some excellent observations: that in order to truly receive the teachings of Jesus, these teaching 

must be practiced.  And the vehicle that allows us to realize those teachings is the church.  This is how 

the teachings come alive.  Jesus himself was very clear about the need to practice the teachings and to do 

so in community.  And even with all their shortcomings, these communities of practice are the best way 

to make the teachings of Jesus come alive. 

 

In fact, when we are truly a community of practice, we make Jesus’ presence real.  We become the 

living body of Christ.  So not only do Christians need Jesus, Jesus needs followers to continue his 

presence in the world by practicing what he lived and taught. 

 

Now, I have talked several times with you about what justice is.  Justice is social.  It is about the public 

arena, the broader community.  When the Hebrew prophets addressed the life of the nation, including 
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the governmental authorities, they were talking about justice.  It is political.  It has to do with the rules 

and priorities of society, the ordering of civilization, the allocation of resources.  Justice suggests a 

communal order while righteousness suggest an individual virtue.  So we speak of social justice and 

personal righteousness. 

 

Justice applies the rule of love to the big picture.  It looks at the way things have been intentionally or 

unintentionally structured.  It is about systemic change and societal transformation, how we act 

collectively. 

 

And one of the things I’ve stressed in some of my earlier sermons to you is that Jesus locates himself 

firmly in the justice tradition of the prophets.  In his parables and actions, Jesus, time after time, 

confronts the Roman regime and elites.  He clearly addresses a system of exploitation and oppression.  

He challenges structures of domination and injustice. 

 

However,  as the church becomes part of the system, it loses its critical distance and its ability to oppose 

injustice.  And so the church often drains the teaching of Jesus of its justice dimension, looking at his 

words from an individualistic, not social, perspective.  Jesus, himself, criticized the Pharisees by saying, 

“Woe to you!  For you have neglected the weightier matters of the law:  justice, mercy and faith.” 

 

Today’s reading, a misunderstood and misinterpreted text, is another example of the church’s neglect.  

There are some who have taken these words, “do not resist the evildoer” and “turn the other cheek” to 

mean that in the face of evil we shouldn’t do anything.  Taken this way, it is masochistic, an invitation to 

bullies and spouse batterers.  “Be a doormat,” is one way some read this passage.  “Sit passively by 

while evil has its way.” 

 

Walter Wink in his classic book, Engaging the Powers, addressed this passage and whole issue. 

 

1.  “If anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also.” 

 

Why the right cheek?  A blow or a slap from a right-handed person would land on the left cheek of an 

opponent.  To hit the right cheek with a fist would mean using the left hand.  But there is a problem with 

this.  The left hand in that society was used for unclean tasks.  The only way someone can naturally 

strike the right cheek with the right hand is with the back of the hand.  And so what we are talking about 

here is an insult, not a fistfight.  This is an act of humiliation, of putting someone in his or her place.  By 

the way, this was a much more serious offense.  Among equals, the fine for a backhanded slap was 10 

times more than for a slug.  In the ancient world, a backhanded slap was a way to establish dominance, 

of admonishing inferiors: 

 

masters to slaves, 

husbands to wives, 

parents to children, 

Romans to Jews. 

 

If the one who was hit retaliates, this would invite retribution, so they were left cowering.  This is who 

Jesus is talking to, by the way—those considered inferior, those who were the victims of humiliation and 

inequality.  And so what this action of turning the other cheek does is it robs the oppressor of the 

power to humiliate.  It says, “You cannot demean me.  I’m human, too.”  Now, the problem for the one 

doing the hitting is that in order to hit the other cheek (the left one), he must hit with a fist.  But in doing 

this, he would make the other his equal, his peer.  And the whole point of shaming and dehumanizing a 
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subordinate is lost.  As Gandhi taught, “The principle of nonviolent action is that of noncooperation with 

everything humiliating.” 

 

2.  “If anyone wants to sue you and take your coat, give your cloak as well.” 

 

Why would anyone want to sue for someone’s outer garment?  (Luke’s version)   In Exodus it reads: 

 

If you lend money to my people, to the poor among you, you shall not deal with them as a 

creditor, you shall not exact interest from them.  If ever you take your neighbor’s cloak in pawn, 

you shall restore it before the sun goes down; for it may be your neighbor’s only clothing to use 

as cover.  (Exodus 22:25) 

 

Only the dirt poor would have nothing but their outer garment to give as collateral for a loan.  And 

Jewish law strictly required its return every evening at sunset.  What would Jesus’ words mean?  Well, it 

would mean stripping off the rest of their clothes and marching into court naked!  This leaves the 

creditor covered with shame, standing there with the outer garment in one hand and the undergarment in 

the other.  “You want my robe?  Here, take everything!”  Jesus shows how to take on the entire unjust 

system, a system of savage taxation, by unmasking its cruelty with a prophetic protest.  It lays bare, for 

everyone to see, what kind of injustice is going on. 

 

3.  “If one of the occupational troops forces you to carry his pack one mile, carry it two miles.” 

 

The pack of a Roman soldier was not light—probably about 60-80 pounds.  Now the Roman Empire 

was “enlightened.”  They knew that if they were going to manage conquered nations that it should help 

if they seemed better than the other occupying armies.  So they had a rule that a Roman soldier could 

make a private citizen carry his pack only one mile, whereas other armies would have required much 

more.  But why would Jesus recommend to the people to carry it more than the limit of one mile, which 

is severe enough?  Well, again, the oppressed person is taking back his or her power of choice, taking 

the initiative.  They soldier does not want to get caught breaking the law, but then what can he do?  

Imagine a situation of a Roman infantryman pleading with a Jew to give back his pack!  Jesus is helping 

the people who are being oppressed, those who are on the bottom of society, claim their dignity and 

humanity and protest a system of unfairness and injustice. 

 

Now, these tactics had a highly subversive quality to them.  They are like a spiritual jujutsu, using the 

oppressive momentum of the laws and practices of that society against the oppression itself.  Jesus was 

teaching revolution, but not armed revolution.  It is the kind of revolution that happens when the 

powerful lose so much credibility that they can no longer remain in power: India, the Philippines, South 

Africa, Soviet Union… 

 

Walter Wink talked about the two major human responses to evil: fight or flight.  Either armed 

insurrection or passivity, surrender and retreat.  But Wink said that what Jesus talked about was a Third 

Way.  He talked about nonviolent resistance as a strategy for practicing justice.  And so the passage 

translated in the NRSV to read:  “Do not resist the evildoer,” is better translated, “Do not return evil for 

evil.”  “Do not respond in kind.”  “Do not mirror evil,” is in fact found many times in the New 

Testament (1 Thessalonians 5:15, 1 Peter 3:9, Romans 12:17). 

 

And so you see, peace is not the avoidance of conflict, as so many people seem to think it is.  Nor is 

peace, obviously the use of violence or force.  Rather, peace is the loving engagement of conflict.  This 
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is a revolutionary position.  This is a courageous position.  One cannot embrace Jesus’ position and be a 

coward.  Gandhi once said, 

 

I do believe that, where there is only a choice between cowardice and violence, I would advise 

violence… but I believe that nonviolence is infinitely superior to violence. 

 

When Jackie Robinson became the first Black player in major league baseball, Branch Rickey of the 

Brooklyn Dodgers pressed this intensely competitive athlete to agree that fore three years he would take 

whatever abuse was heaped on him without a word.  Robinson finally said, “Mr. Rickey, are you 

looking for a negro who is afraid to fight back?”  Rickey replied, “I’m looking for a ballplayer with guts 

enough not to fight back.” 

 

Daniel Berrigan wrote: 

 

We have assumed the name of peacemakers, but we have been, by and large, unwilling to pay 

any significant price.  And because we want peace with half a heart and half a life and will, the 

war, of course, continues, because the waging of war, but its very nature, it total—but the 

waging of peace, by our own cowardice, is partial.  “Of course, let us have peace,” we cry, “but 

at the same time let us have normalcy, let us lose nothing, let our lives stand intact, let us know 

neither prison nor ill repute nor disruption of ties…”  There are no makers of peace because the 

making of peace is at least as costly as the making of war… 

 

It requires strength to follow the Third Way of Jesus.  Strength and courage.  The temptation is always 

to flee or resort to violence.   

 

Martin Luther King, Jr. once said, “The ultimate weakness of violence is that it is a descending spiral, 

begetting the very thing it seeks to destroy.” 

 

“Whoever fights monsters,” wrote Nietzsche, “should see to it that in the process he does not become a 

monster.”  

Jesus, in his life, embodied the way of God.  When the violent powers tried to destroy him, they only 

demonstrated their own weakness.  The cross marks not God’s failure but the failure of violence.  In the 

words of Edith Lovejoy Pierce, 

 

Above the shouts and the shots, 

The roaring flames and the siren’s blare, 

Listen for the stilled voice of the man 

Who is no longer there, 

Above the trailing of the endless line 

Of marchers along the street, 

Listen for the silent step 

Of dead men’s invisible feet. 

Lock the doors, put troops at the gate, 

Guard the legislative halls, 

But tremble when the dead man comes, 

Whose spirit walks through walls. 

 

Jesus’ nonviolent response mirrored the very nature of God, who reaches out to our hearts moment by 

moment.  Jesus’ spirit meets us, not at the top of the ladder of power, but at the bottom, “despised and 
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rejected by others.”  Walter Wink wrote:  “As the Crucified, Jesus identifies with every victim of torture, 

abuse and rape; with every peasant caught in the cross fire of enemy patrols, with every single one of the 

forty thousand children who die each year of starvation.” 

 

And, at the same time, we see that trying to kill Jesus was futile.  Death, the final card that violence has 

to play, is impotent.  They could not kill what was alive in him.  Jesus’ truth cannot be killed, not by the 

system, not by our indifference or unwillingness. 

 

And because of this, we are free.  Because of this, death shall loose its sting, and violence shall no 

longer imprison us.  Because of this, we can know that evil can do its worse, but that which is alive in us 

cannot be extinguished.  Never. 

 

 

(NOTE: The spoken sermon, also available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this 

manuscript version.) 


