Seventh Sunday in Ordinary Time A.  February 20, 2011.  Our Lady of Grace 9:30, 6PM.  Leviticus 19:1-2, 17-18.  1 Corinthians 3: 16-23.  Matthew 5:38-48.

In 1994 the president of Rwanda was killed when his plane was shot down by extremists.  In retaliation, the Rwandan army went from house to house brutally murdering men, women and children from the other tribe in Rwanda.  The other tribe reacted with a rampage of revenge killings.  Between April and mid-July 800,000 people were slaughtered.  When a new government finally got control of the country an investigation of the killings was begun.  The widow of a member of the tribe that was now in power in Rwanda was asked to name the person who killed her husband. She knew exactly who had murdered her husband but she refused to identify the man.  She knew that the man would almost certainly be executed for the crime he had committed.  No matter how hard she was pushed the woman remained silent.  She said, “Enough is enough.”    “The killing has to stop somewhere. One murder does not justify another murder. We have to stop the cycle of violence and end this genocide.”     Was this woman right or wrong?  Was she being disloyal to her murdered husband?  

Jesus said, “You have heard it said, you may take and eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.”  In the world in which Jesus lived this was a way of saying “take no more than was taken from you.  If someone pokes out your eye you can poke out his too – but no more.”  “If someone knocks out your tooth you can knock out his tooth but no more.”   Jesus rejected this kind of fair and just retaliation.  Jesus said, “But I say to you, offer no resistance to one who is evil.  When someone strikes you on your right cheek, turn the other to him as well.  If anyone wants to go to law with you over your tunic, hand over your cloak as well … Give to the one who asks of you, and do not turn your back on the one who wants to borrow.” 

In the play Fiddler on the Roof an old Jewish father is always quoting Scripture to his family and friends in order to make a point.  A friend said to the old man: “We should defend ourselves.  – As the Good Book says, “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.”  Tevye – the wise old father says, “That is very good.  And in that way the whole world will soon be blind and toothless.”   

When Jesus was on the way to his death on the cross “one of Jesus' companions reached for his sword, drew it out and struck the servant of the high priest, cutting off his ear.” Jesus said, “Put your sword back in its place, for all who draw the sword will die by the sword.” (Matthew 26:52)  Jesus preferred to die on the cross than to defend himself with the sword.  Jesus forgave those who crucified him and even made up an excuse for them by saying, “Father, forgive them for they do not know what they are doing.”  They did know that they were murdering Jesus and Jesus both forgave them and defended them before the judgment seat of God.

Hundreds of thousands of demonstrators filled the main square in Cairo the past several weeks seeking justice, freedom and a better way of life for the majority of people in Egypt. They chanted over and over again, “Peace, peace, go peacefully.”   For the most part the massive demonstrations were both huge and very peaceful.  This is something very difficult to accomplish when hundreds of thousands of people are on the march while being harassed by government authorities.  It would have been very good for the unpopular Mubarak government if the vast crowds had gotten violent.  Then police or army violence could have been used and justified in self defense.  But what do you do with thousands of young people and old people who are willing to die but not willing to be violent or to kill?  The same thing is happening in Bahrain and in other parts of the Middle East – unarmed young people being shot on the street as they march with their hands over their heads.  Most of these courageous people are not Christian, yet they may be pointing out to us another way of bringing about change in our world.  Of course this is not new. It happened a few years before when President Regan and the Untied States tied up the economy of the Soviet Union and the people of Poland, Eastern Europe and Russia itself simply sat down and refused to participate in the communist way of life.  Many of these people were Christians and Pope John Paul II was a major figure in the courageous, persistent and peaceful resistance that brought down the Soviet Union and ended the cold war, largely without bloodshed.  

Jesus said, “You have heard it said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.  But I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be children of your heavenly Father, for he makes his sun rise on the bad and the good, and causes the rain to fall on the just and the unjust.”  By acting in this way we are to be perfect as our heavenly Father is perfect. This is the challenge of Jesus to each of us.

St. Paul told the Corinthians, “If any one among you considers himself wise in this age, let him become a fool, so as to become wise.  For the wisdom of this world is foolishness in the eyes of God.”

Why did God chose to save the world by the self-giving love of the Cross and not by the sword?  Perhaps history itself is pointing to the answer.  For teaching us heavenly wisdom we give God thanks and praise.  

