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‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth’ is probably one of the 

most misquoted scriptural sayings, along with ‘money is the root of 

all evil.’  Each of those short phrases omit a crucial part of the 

sentence that gives them the opposite meaning to what is 

conveyed by those partial sayings. 

 

Today we hear Jesus giving the full saying of the first example; 

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 strokes you on the right cheek, turn 

the other also… 

 

In those times striking backhand a person considered to be of a 

lower socioeconomic class was a means of asserting authority and 

dominance. It was an insult, implying that you are an inferior; 

whether a slave, a child or a woman.  If, however, the person who 

was struck ‘turned the other cheek’, the striker was faced with a 

dilemma: the left hand was used for unclean purposes, so they 

would not inflect a back-hand strike on the opposite cheek. An 

alternative would be a slap with the open hand as a challenge - or 

to punch the person - but this would be seen as a statement of 

equality. Thus, by turning the other cheek, the persecuted person 

would be seen to be demanding equality. 

 

All of the examples Jesus gives in this passage have a deeper 

meaning that what might be implied from reading them just as they 

are written.  Because each example, when looked at in terms of the 

culture of the day, has a cultural understanding that is not 

immediately obvious.  With the example of giving your cloak as well 

as the shirt off your back, in a time when people usually only wore 

those two garments, you would shame them with your nakedness if 

you took both off.  Public nudity was viewed as bringing shame on 

the viewer, and not just the naked.  This example stands as a 

metaphor as to how those who were rich and powerful were 

reducing the poor to a state of shame and further poverty.  

 



A commonly invoked Roman law allowed the soldiers or authorities 

to demand that inhabitants of occupied territories carry equipment 

the distance of one mile, but prohibited forcing an individual to go 

further than a single mile, at the risk of suffering disciplinary 

actions. In this example, where Jesus suggests carrying the 

equipment a further mile, allows as a nonviolent criticism of an 

unjust and detested Roman law.  

 

We are not to take this teaching as Jesus suggesting that we accept 

any sort of behaviour that people want to inflict on us and invite 

them to do it again and again.  Rather he is advocating that we find 

ways of dealing with conflict that don’t involve violence, or 

responding to abuse with abuse.  It is better that we be creative in 

looking at what the issue really is and to find some creative way of 

dealing with it so that there is a resolution that leads to peace and 

harmony for all those involved.   

 

If we look back at the first reading from Leviticus we hear some 

rules that can help us.  They ensure that all can live with dignity and 

harmony when we share the bounty that they have; when we don’t 

hold back what we owe others; when we live honestly and without 

gossiping about others. The list can be summed up by the last verse 

where we are told to love our neighbour as ourselves, a saying that 

is repeated in the gospel when Jesus reminds us that to love those 

who love us is easy for everyone to do.  God calls us to more than 

that, to love those who would strike us on the cheek, those who we 

know dislike us, and those who work for our downfall. 

 

Theologian Frederick Beuchner wrote:  

“Jesus says we are to love our enemies and pray for them, 

meaning love not in an emotional sense but in the sense of 

willing their good, which is the sense in which we love 

ourselves. … You see where they’re vulnerable. You see 

where they’re scared. Seeing what is hateful about them, 

you may catch a glimpse also of where the hatefulness 

comes from. Seeing the hurt they cause you, you may see 

also the hurt they cause themselves. You’re still light-years 

away from loving them, to be sure, but at least you see how 

they are human even as you are human, and that is at least 

a step in the right direction.” 



In doing that – or trying to do that – we approach the wholeness 

that God intends and wishes for us.  It can be a hard thing to do, to 

look past our own hurt and natural response to retaliate, but trying 

to see the reason for another’s anger can enable us to understand 

the reason they are acting as they do, and to attempt to reconcile 

with them.  This is more likely to lead to a healing of relationships 

and to an end to dysfunctional, on-going disputes. 

 

There is a story that I am always moved by, set in our own country 

during the Maori Land Wars of the 1860s, that illustrates this. 

 

On 29 April 1864, over three hundred Māori barricaded themselves 

in two adjacent hill-top fortresses at Gate Pā in the Tauranga 

Moana area. The Māori group was surrounded by a force of 1500 

British troops who had been ordered there by the governor. He 

suspected the people of Tauranga Moana of involvement in the war 

in the Waikato. The day began in the pā with prayer as it always 

did. Then the fighting erupted.  

 

Twice during the day the British almost succeeded in breaching the 

walls of the fort, but each time they were driven back. At the end of 

the day they fell back to their own lines, leaving many of their 

comrades dead or wounded on the battlefield. What followed is 

told in Hēni Te Kiri Karamu’s own words:  

 

Towards evening I heard a wounded man calling for water 

several times, and his repeated calls aroused my 

compassion. I slung my gun in front of me by means of a 

leather strap. I said to my brother, “I am going to give that 

Pakeha water.” He wondered at me. I sprang up from the 

trench, ran quickly in the direction of our hangi, where we 

had left water in small tin cans, but found them gone. I then 

crossed to another direction where I knew a larger vessel 

was, an old nail can, with the top knocked in and no handle. 

It was full of water; I seized it, poured out about half of the 

water, and with a silent prayer as I turned, ran towards the 

wounded man. The bullets were coming thick and fast. I 

soon reached him. He was rolling on his back and then on his 

side. I said, “Here is water; will you drink?” He said, “Oh, 



yes.” I lifted his head on my knees and gave him drink. He 

drank twice, saying to me, “God bless you.” This was Colonel 

Booth, as I judged from his uniform and appearance. . . . 

While I was giving him the water I heard another wounded 

man begging of me to give him water also. I took the water 

to him and gave him drink, and another wounded man close 

by tried to crawl over for a drink. I gave him drink, took the 

can and placed it by Colonel Booth’s side, and I sprang back 

to my brother, feeling thankful indeed at being again at his 

side.  

 

The Maori defenders had been given written orders instructing 

them how they were to fight in the battle; they were not to harm 

women or children or those who were unarmed or sounded.  At the 

bottom of the orders were written ‘If thine enemy hunger, feed 

him; if he thirst, give him drink’ – an order that Heni obeyed to the 

letter.   

 

The love that Jesus spoke about and lived out in his life reminds us 

that we are all invited to be God’s dwelling place in the world; 

building on what others have done before us and inspiring others 

to live the same way when we refuse to perpetuate the abuse and 

insult and pain that is the only way of life that many seem to know.  

This week we have seen devastation in the North Island as a result 

of Cyclone Gabrielle.  We have also seen – or heard – stories of 

selfless actions that showed love for others at no matter what the 

cost.  In times of trouble such as this we do see how people care for 

others be they family or friend or stranger.   

 

May we live in this way all the time so that God’s Kingdom 

continues to be built on the foundation of Jesus Christ through 

loving service to each other.  

 
 
 


