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I haven’t been a big science fiction fan, but I watched a bit of the “Star Trek” series that was called 
“The Next Generation” which came out about 25 years ago.  Perhaps the most challenging alien 
enemy the humans on Starship Enterprise ever encountered were a collective of cybernetic beings 
or cyborgs called the Borg.  The individuals were connected mentally to one another so tightly that 
they were called the Borg Collective.  Their goal was to forcefully assimilate various life forms to 
transform them into being part of the Borg Collective.  In the episodes where they relentlessly 
pursued the humans to make them part of the Borg, they would say repeatedly, “We are the Borg.  
You will be assimilated.  Resistance is futile.”  Their lack of compassion, their unyielding nature, and 
their incredible strength all made it seem like human resistance was indeed futile. 
 
We continue to examine Jesus’ sermon on the mount, today continuing to look at  the section where 
Jesus looks at current practices and lays down a challenge to go beyond them.  We first heard his 
response to acts of vengeance, referring to a Hebrew law that comes just a chapter after the ten 
commandments,2 that seeks to limit retribution to an eye for an eye or a tooth for a tooth, so that 
the violence would not escalate.  But Jesus seeks to go beyond what was written in Hebrew law 
here.  The New Revised Standard Version translates what he says as, “Do not resist an evildoer.”  
But what would be a clearer translation to reflect his intent is a commandment to not violently 
resist a person who is hurting or oppressing you.  I want to be quick to say that Jesus is not talking 
about a domestic abuse situation or where physical bullying is taking place.  Those require a 
different response.  But there are situations where someone who uses force or power wants to 
show that power in a way to communicate that resistance is futile.  
 
Jesus mentions three instances where he calls for creative resistance.3 Yes, resistance.  The first 
situation is where Jesus says, “If anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also.”  That 
sounds more like rolling over than it does resisting the aggressor.  But why does Jesus specify the 
right cheek that is struck?  In that culture, the left hand would not have been used to make contact 
with another.  If the attacker struck someone on the right cheek, it would be with the back of the 
right hand, a way to deliver an insult.  So to turn the other cheek would in fact be a non-violent way 
to stand up to a physical assault and insult boldly saying, “Here I am.  If you need to strike me, do so 
without insulting me.  But I choose not to retaliate with an insult or with violence.”            
 
In a second instance, Jesus says, “If anyone wants to sue you and take your coat (or outer garment), 
give your cloak (or undergarment) as well.”  The situation he is describing involves collateral for a 
loan.  Usually a herd of animals or a piece of land was used as collateral, but a poor person was 
permitted to use the long robe in which they slept at night as collateral.  The creditor was required 
to return the garment each night, but could come back and get it every morning as a reminder that 
the loan needed to be repaid.  But if the creditor, in showing no compassion, forecloses on the loan 
before it can be repaid, and sues for the collateral coat, Jesus says give your cloak as well.  In that 
culture, the shame of nakedness did not fall on the one lacking clothes, but on the one seeing 
someone else’s nakedness.  Such an audacious act of resistance was a way of pointing out the 
other’s naked aggression, suggesting that they think a bit more about it before putting a figurative 
foot on a debtor’s neck.   
 
A third instance: “If anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile.” The occupying 
Roman troops by military law were allowed to conscript a civilian to carry their heavy pack for a 



mile.  Roman roads had mile markers, so it was clear when a mile had been covered, and the civilian 
was entitled to stop carrying the pack.  Actually, it was a military code infraction for a civilian to 
carry a pack more than a mile.  The soldier could get in trouble if that happened.  So Jesus says that 
if a soldier is going to lord it over you and force you to carry his pack, keep on going beyond the 
mile marker and you’ll raise yourself from a degrading situation and actually have the soldier 
pleading with you to kindly put the pack down.  
 
Each of these situations was a case of creatively and non-violently resisting someone who sought to 
use their power in demeaning ways.  We see a bit of Jesus’ sense of humor here and he is not 
suggesting ways to demean the powerful, but he is presenting out-of-the-box kind of thinking.  
Certainly, he does not want people of faith to retaliate in similar violent and humiliating ways 
imitating the manner in which they have been treated.  Those in positions of physical and societal 
power often welcome those who are weaker to fight them on their own terms.  But Jesus doesn’t 
want us to be assimilated into this kind of abusive relating to others.  He doesn’t want us to become 
like those who mistreat others.  He realized what Gandhi would later state, that “an eye for an eye 
ends up making the whole world blind.”  In human relations, it doesn’t make sense to fight fire with 
fire.  So when faced with such an external threat, Jesus suggests more creative responses to the 
aggressors.  
 
That requires not only an active resistance to an enemy, it also requires internal resistance to the 
active desire to strike back in similar fashion.  Some of us may long for the occasion to inflict harm 
on those who have harmed us.  When we don’t strike back, the burning desire to do so can scorch 
our very soul.  So to nonviolently resist an external enemy and to resist an internal desire to strike 
back requires that we lay down our resistance to God’s love, allowing it to have its way with us.  
Instead of waging war, Jesus calls for waging love.  He points out that it is quite easy to love those 
who love us and treat us kindly.  It is hard, perhaps even futile by our own accord to love those who 
are abusive toward us.  When faced with a belligerent neighbor, whom we are commanded to love 
as we love ourselves, the kind of love to which we are called is not primarily a love of warm feelings.  
It is a love of godly actions that reflect compassion and good will.  We don’t need a certain quantity 
of muscle to live in this way.  We just have to let there be a quality of spirit that God can provide.  
That’s the perfection or wholeness of radical love toward which we are to point our lives.  We won’t 
reach it fully in this life, but we move toward it prayerfully, relying on God’s love for us, even when 
we have been enemies of it at times in our own lives. 
 
When confronted with someone who shows no interest in our well-being, we can become more like 
that person or seek to become more like God.  In order to do the latter, creatively and non-violently, 
we are to resist those who would abuse us, for their well-being and for our own.  Faithfully, we are 
to resist the heart of vengeance that wants to beat and burn within us, for others’ well-being and for 
our own.  Relying on our own wits and will to resist in these ways would indeed be futile.  But when 
we put aside our resistance to the flow of God’s love into our hearts and lives, new possibilities are 
opened for others’ well-being and for our own.  It is for this that Jesus lived and died.  
 
  
 
 
1  http://en.memory-alpha.org/wiki/Borg 
2  Exodus 21:24 
3  This portion of the sermon relies on the scholarship of Walter Wink, from his book, The Powers 
that Be: Theology for a New Millennium, Harmony Press: 1999,  pages 98-111.  


