SEVENTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘A’

 

I recently learned that there are web sites dedicated to revenge.  They insist that they are not to be taken seriously, but at the same time they believe that there are people in desperate need of a good dose of humility.  They link revenge with having a good laugh.

While I have been unaware of these revenge web sites, I have seen an occasional episode of “America’s Funniest Videos”.  It seems that what is often presented as a very funny occurrence is someone falling or crashing into some object.  The video seems to stop at that moment and make the incident something to laugh at.  But I suspect that, many times, the result was very painful for the victim.

Revenge can hardly turn out well for all, or bring about peace between the wounded and the one who inflicted the wound.  And there is no delight to be taken in another’s misfortune, funny though it may have seemed at the time.

In ancient Israel, before any courts were set up, personal justice could entail taking several lives for one life, and the torching of a house for the stealing of a sheep.  Today Jesus refers examples from the Law of Retribution.  The Law of Retribution established the rights of courts to moderate an overly revengeful response to a crime. Actually, there is little evidence of “an eye for an eye”, “a tooth for a tooth” every being enforced.  The Israelites knew that these were figures of speech used to emphasize the point.  But severe acts of revenge did lead to the establishment of the Law of Retribution.

Way back in early Bible times, as we heard today from the Old Testament book of Leviticus, the Lord told Moses, “Be holy, for I, the Lord your God, am holy.”  Saint Paul insists that we are the temple of God and that the Spirit of God dwells in us.  And Jesus tells us to be perfect, just as our heavenly Father is perfect. 

Jesus says that when someone strikes us on our right cheek, we are to turn the other one, as well.  Last Tuesday, I was glad that I had already looked at these readings on Monday, because on Tuesday morning I received an anonymous phone call from some lady who is a born again Christian and despises everything that the Catholic Church stands for, especially Eucharist.  I was rather well able to offer the other cheek to her, although it is not something that comes easily or naturally.  Today’s Gospel asks us to go against the most seductive part of our human nature, which is getting even.

God’s Word today calls us to a life of holiness patterned after the holiness of God.  This requires integrity, honest, and faithfulness.  We shy away from the term “holy”, either because we know that we are not perfect, or because we fear that others will feel that we think we are better than they are.  But, like it or not, we are called to be holy … be transparent God-bearers and beaming Christ-bearers for others.  We are called to a holiness that leads us to forgive others and to love our neighbors as ourselves.

 To be holy as God is holy is to refrain from nursing hatred in our heart, kindly rebuke those who do wrong, lest we share their guilt for the wrongdoing, not entertain vengeance, and, again, love others as we love ourselves.

Jesus does not ask us to turn our back on violence; he asks us to turn the other cheek.  When a guard slapped Jesus because he dared to answer back the high priest, Jesus looked him straight in the eye and challenged him, “If what I say was wrong tell me; if I am right, why hit me?”  We don’t need to be a doormat when anyone seeks to degrade us.  But we must not return evil with evil … give into the spiral of violence and hatred.

Some people insist that they have no enemies, that they do not dislike anyone.  If that is true, they are truly blessed.  But maybe the reason some feel they have no enemies is because they are less honest, open, and brave.  Most of us tend to avoid confrontation. 

Some keep the hurts inside until they are eaten up by them.  When they can no longer keep the hurt inside, they resort to submarine warfare … gossiping to others or taking out their frustrations on others.  The holiness is betrayed.

Jesus’ teaching today seems to require a combination of confrontation on the one hand and a refusal to despise one’s opponents on the other – a combination of love and truth.  Jesus’ insistence upon love, forgiveness, and peace as the fulfillment of the Ten Commandments, and not their destruction led him to a final confrontation with the chief priests and Pharisees in the Temple, but no person was attacked or harmed.  Jesus is vehemently opposed by them, but Jesus still has the support of the people of Jerusalem.

Then Judas betrays him with a kiss, and he is arrested.  And one by one, the disciples abandon Jesus and his Good News of love and non-violence.  Jesus is led to Pilate, and to the cross.

In his column in last week’s “Witness”, Father Beck asks, “does the Gospel account show the failure of nonviolence?  An answer amounts to a faith judgment.  If we believe in the Resurrection and the growth of Christianity, it would seem that nonviolence succeeds.

As I was preparing my part of this week’s bulletin, it occurred to me that we will soon begin the Lenten Season.  God’s Word to us today, calling us holy and calling us to live holiness by loving, forgiving, and seeking truth and peace, might give us food for thought as we prepare ourselves to live this special season of Penance in anticipation of celebrating Easter.

We are always tempted to find and choose the easy way to deal with things. But, in the end, it may be far easier to love and pray for the enemies we look in the eye and confront with the truth, than the ones we choose not to look at, at all.

 

Maybe that is what Jesus meant by being perfect, as our God is perfect.
