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For one of my pastoral leadership classes at Seattle University I had to read 
this excellent book, Martin Luther King, Jr. on Leadership: Inspiration and 
Wisdom for Challenging Times. The author, Don Phillips, illustrates principles 
of effective leadership using King’s own actions and words, such as this story 
King told to a large gathering in 1963: 

“I remember some years ago, my brother and I were driving from Atlanta to 
Chattanooga, Tennessee. For some reason the drivers that night were very 
discourteous or they were forgetting to dim their lights, and every time we 
passed a car for some reason the lights stood there with all their force. And 
finally A.D. looked over at me and said, ‘I’m tired of this now, and the next 
car that comes by here and refuses to dim the lights, I’m going to refuse to 
dim mine.’ And I said, ‘Wait a minute, don’t do that. Somebody has to have 
some sense on this highway. If somebody doesn’t have sense enough to dim 
the lights, we’ll all end up destroyed.’ And I’m saying the same thing for us 
here. We’re moving up a mighty freeway toward the City of Freedom. There 
will be meandering points. There will be curves and difficult moments, and 
we will be tempted to retaliate with the same kind of force that the 
opposition will use. But I’m going to say to you, ‘Wait a minute. Somebody’s 
got to have some sense.’” (pp. 64-65) 

Somebody’s got to have some sense. It’s certainly appropriate during this 
Black History Month to remember that the non-violent approach of the civil 
rights movement was one of the most sense-filled and Christ-like 
movements in American history. And Martin Luther King, Jr., with his 
teaching and preaching and actions based on a commitment to non-violence 
in the civil rights movement, got his sense from Jesus himself. 

In his Sermon on the Mount in Matthew chapter 5, Jesus said to the 
disciples, “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. 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.”  

Now there are many things I could say about what it meant in ancient 
Judaism to be hit with the back of the hand if you turned the other cheek, 
and how Roman soldiers would actually get in trouble if they made someone 
walk more than a mile. 

But I want to get at the core of why Jesus said what he did. First of all, Jesus 
was referring to a rather obscure passage from Exodus 21 when he said “You 
have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ The 
passage in Exodus refers to people who are fighting and injure a pregnant 
woman so that it causes a miscarriage. It says, “If any harm follows, then you 
shall give life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for 
foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.” Even though this 
passage specifically referred to harm of a pregnant woman and her baby, 
during Jesus’ time people used this passage to justify any sort of retribution 
and retaliation when they were hurt in any way. 

So Jesus takes this teaching of retribution and turns it instead into a 
teaching of non-violent response. You have heard it said, Jesus taught, “You 
shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy. But I say to you, Love your 
enemies, and pray for those who persecute you.” 

Perhaps if we were asked about the most difficult passage in scripture, we 
very well might choose this passage. It’s our human nature to want 
retribution. We crave retaliation. I read about one pastor’s daughter who 
told her dad that she wouldn’t be the lector at church to read this passage 
from Matthew because she knew that clearly Jesus was wrong. Jesus didn’t 
really mean to love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you, 
did he? 

But he did. Jesus taught this non-violent response because responding with 
hurt when we are hurt, either physically or emotionally, chains us to a never-
ending cycle of retaliation. An eye for an eye leaves the whole world blind. 
But by making a choice to free ourselves from enacting retribution means 
that we don’t need to get back at someone to feel better about ourselves. 
We realize that as children of God we are already loved, we are already 



chosen, we are already worthy. To turn the other cheek means that we give 
up the need to get even.  

What loving our enemy and turning the other cheek doesn’t mean, however, 
is continuing to be the victim in a sinful situation. If you are being abused, 
physically or emotionally, if you are the victim of domestic violence or 
racism or sexism or homophobia, the most loving thing—for yourself and 
the one abusing you—is to remove yourself from the sinful situation and 
even call out the abuse publicly or press charges in order to free an abuser 
from violent impulses. The first lesson today from Leviticus says, “You shall 
reprove your neighbor, or you will incur guilt yourself.” To reprove your 
neighbor means to name the sin so that your neighbor has an opportunity 
to be released from it. You don’t deserve to be abused, and an abuser 
doesn’t deserve to stay mired in sin. 

In that passage from Leviticus we hear God say over and over again, “I am 
the Lord your God…I am the Lord your God.” God keeps repeating this as a 
constant reminder that the reason God requires us to love our neighbor as 
ourselves is because God has already made us free and whole and beloved 
and chosen. When we love our neighbor as ourselves, we mirror what God 
has already done for us: we leave enough for the poor and alien, we don’t 
steal or lie, we don’t defraud our neighbor, we don’t slander or hate anyone. 
God has already cared for us and protected us; we have been loved, and 
therefore we love our neighbor, no matter what they have done to us. 

That’s what Jesus means at the end of the gospel passage when he says, “Be 
perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” “Be perfect” does not 
mean sinless, it means to be complete, impartial, even-handed. That means 
we treat everyone—those we love and those we don’t like—with 
overflowing generosity because we are children of God and that’s what 
we’ve received from God, including when we’ve been the ones who have 
sinned. 

And here’s the thing. When we love in the face of hate, when we refuse to 
fight back with words or actions to get even, when we refuse to retaliate, 
and when we stop pointing our finger at how other people are making 
enemies, we are the ones who come out on top. When Jesus says, “Love 
your enemies and pray for those who persecute you,” it’s actually an act of 
defiance, not against the enemy, but against the vicious, endless cycle of 

making enemies. Don’t fight fire with fire, Jesus says, fight fire with water, 
and drown out the very root of enemy-making. You are far more powerful 
when you love than you are when you fight with an enemy.  

Matthew 5, this portion of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, was one of Rev. Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr.’s favorite passages of scripture. In a sermon he 
delivered at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in 1957 called “Loving Your 
Enemies,” he preached about the redemption that that kind of love has. 

I could read to you what he preached, but why don’t you listen to King 
himself: 

http://kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu/encyclopedia/documentsentry/doc_lo
ving_your_enemies/index.html 26:30-28:15 

“Now there is a final reason I think that Jesus says, "Love your enemies." It is 
this: that love has within it a redemptive power. And there is a power there 
that eventually transforms individuals. That’s why Jesus says, "Love your 
enemies." Because if you hate your enemies, you have no way to redeem 
and to transform your enemies. But if you love your enemies, you will 
discover that at the very root of love is the power of redemption. You just 
keep loving people and keep loving them, even though they’re mistreating 
you. Here’s the person who is a neighbor, and this person is doing 
something wrong to you and all of that. Just keep being friendly to that 
person. Keep loving them. Don’t do anything to embarrass them. Just keep 
loving them, and they can’t stand it too long. Oh, they react in many ways in 
the beginning. They react with bitterness because they’re mad because you 
love them like that. They react with guilt feelings, and sometimes they’ll 
hate you a little more at that transition period, but just keep loving them. 
And by the power of your love they will break down under the load. That’s 
love, you see. It is redemptive, and this is why Jesus says love. There’s 
something about love that builds up and is creative. There is something 
about hate that tears down and is destructive. So love your enemies.” 

So love your enemies, because at the very root of love is the power of 
redemption. May it be so for us. Amen. 

http://kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu/encyclopedia/documentsentry/doc_loving_your_enemies/index.html
http://kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu/encyclopedia/documentsentry/doc_loving_your_enemies/index.html
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