Preaching Peace, Living Nonviolence:

Resources for Worship, Study and Action

This Sunday/February 20th’s Lectionary Gospel Lesson: Matthew 5:38-44
[Jesus said]  "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 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.  Give to everyone who begs from you, and do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow from you.  "You have heard that it was 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, so that you may be children of your Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous.  For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the same?  And if you greet only your brothers and sisters, what more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same?  Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”

"The only people on earth who do not see Christ and His teachings as nonviolent are Christians."  Mohandas Gandhi (1869-1948)

This coming Sunday, February 20th, preachers and worshippers have an opportunity to understand Christ’s call to nonviolence in his famous Sermon on the Mount in light of amazing reports of the nonviolent revolutions in the Middle East.

Walter Wink is a biblical scholar probably best known for his creative ways of doing Bible study (Transforming Bible Study) and his three volume series on Powers.  He wrote a thoughtful explanation of the practical relevancy of Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 5:38-44 in an article that is available for everyone to read online titled “Beyond Just War and Pacifism: Jesus' Nonviolent Way.”  Here is an excerpt on part of his discussion about “turning the other cheek” (best understood in the context of Jesus’ complete teaching that the whole Wink article explains so well):

"If anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also."  Why the right cheek?  A blow by the right fist in that right-handed world would land on the left cheek of the opponent.  An open-handed slap would also strike the left cheek.  To hit the right cheek with a fist would require using the left hand, but in that society the left hand was used only for unclean tasks.  Even to gesture with the left hand at Qumran carried the penalty of ten days' penance.   The only way one could naturally strike the right cheek with the right hand would be with the back of the hand.  We are dealing here with insult, not a fistfight.  The intention is clearly not to injure but to humiliate, to put someone in his or her place...   A backhand slap was the usual way of admonishing inferiors.  Masters backhanded slaves; husbands, wives; parents, children; men, women; Romans, Jews. We have here a set of unequal relations, in each of which retaliation would be suicidal.  The only normal response would be cowering submission.  Part of the confusion surrounding these sayings arises from the failure to ask who Jesus' audience was.  In all three of the examples in Matt. 5:39b-41, Jesus' listeners are not those who strike, initiate lawsuits, or impose forced labor, but their victims ("If anyone strikes you...wants to sue you...forces you to go one mile...").  There are among his hearers people who were subjected to these very indignities, forced to stifle outrage at their dehumanizing treatment by the hierarchical system of caste and class, race and gender, age and status, and as a result of imperial occupation.  Why then does he counsel these already humiliated people to turn the other cheek?  Because this action robs the oppressor of the power to humiliate.  The person who turns the other cheek is saying, in effect, "Try again.  Your first blow failed to achieve its intended effect.  I deny you the power to humiliate me.  I am a human being just like you.  Your status does not alter that fact.  You cannot demean me."       Such a response would create enormous difficulties for the striker.  Purely logistically, how would he hit the other cheek now turned to him?  He cannot backhand it with his right hand (one only need try this to see the problem).   If he hits with a fist, he makes the other his equal, acknowledging him as a peer.  But the point of the back of the hand is to reinforce institutionalized inequality.  Even if the superior orders the person flogged for such "cheeky" behavior (this is certainly no way to avoid conflict!), the point has been irrevocably made.  He has been given notice that this underling is in fact a human being.  In that world of honor and shaming, he has been rendered impotent to instill shame in a subordinate.   He has been stripped of his power to dehumanize the other.  As Gandhi taught, "The first principle of nonviolent action is that of noncooperation with everything humiliating."  [read the rest of Wink’s article online for many other new insights into Jesus’ teachings].

Wink goes into more detail in his book, Jesus and Nonviolence: A Third Way (Fortress Press, 2003).  He also edited Peace Is the Way: Writings on Nonviolence from the Fellowship of Reconciliation (Orbis Books, 2000).    Another excellent resource is a book (now for free online) by Albert C. Winn, President Emeritus of Louisville Presbyterian Theological Seminary: Ain’t Gonna Study War No More: Biblical Ambiguity and the Abolition of War.  A more recent book by a Mennonite scholar (who got his PhD from Princeton Seminary) is Covenant of Peace: The Missing Peace in New Testament Theology and Ethics by Willard M. Swartley that will enriched people’s study of any of the New Testament book from a unique perspective. 

Some people (Christians, Muslims, Hindus and others) have been inspired and have sought to follow Jesus’ biblical teaching for nonviolence for centuries with the most recent evidence seen in the Middle East.  “Egypt: Another Step Towards Mainstreaming Nonviolence” by Ken Butigan on the Sojourners web site declares “The movement that ended President Hosni Mubarak’s 30-year autocratic rule has not only created a spectacular breakthrough for Egyptian democracy, it has bequeathed a priceless gift to the rest of us in every part of the planet. For 18 days the Egyptian people carried out an unarmed revolution with determination, creativity, and a daring willingness to risk. They marched, they improvised, they prayed, they connected with one another. Most of all, they stayed put — and invited the nation to join them. Faced with a corrupt and dictatorial police state, such a movement might have been tempted to wage armed struggle. Instead, they reached for, experimented with, and remained largely steadfast about another way: nonviolent people power; hence, the tactics they chose: massive demonstrations, brazen and ubiquitous use of social media, befriending the army, work stoppages, and eventually the call for a general strike.”
It is a mistake to think the events of recent weeks in the Middle East as being simply spontaneous; they actually came from years of training in nonviolence.  See posting from the Fellowship of Reconciliation that includes an online video as well as a photo of Christians and Muslims together seeking nonviolent change in Egypt.   The New York Times’ February 16th front page featured an article about Gene Sharp who has been writing for many years on the practical applications of nonviolence, including for overthrowing dictators.  Scientific American (!) had an article titled  "Egypt's revolution vindicates Gene Sharp's theory of nonviolent activism" by John Horgan, February 11, 2011.  Sharp’s Albert Einstein Institution offers many free, downloadable resource on nonviolence.

Presbyterian minister Roger S. Powers worked with Gene Sharp for many years.  Powers edited an amazing resource title Protest, Power, and Change: An Encyclopedia of Nonviolent Action from ACT-UP to Women's Suffrage.  In 2010 Powers co-authored with Sarah Henken a wonderful resource for the Presbyterian Peacemaking Program that describes it in this way:  Resurrection Living: Journeying with the Nonviolent Christ is designed as a journal to help individuals explore the theology and ethics of nonviolence and ways to practice it in their daily lives. It invites users to engage in prayerful reflection on Scripture, documents of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), and the writings of theologians and practitioners of nonviolence through the ages. The fifty-two entries may be used individually or in community on a daily or weekly basis. Ideas for using the journal in various settings are included. However the journal is used, at its heart is an invitation to ponder, “What does it mean for me to follow the nonviolent Christ today in the place where I live and around God’s world?”

A excellent resource for worship on Sunday mornings is The Sermon on the Mount: A Service of Lessons and Songs. This creative service is patterned after the Service of Lessons and Carols for Christmas with this new service based on Jesus' teachings for faith, peace and justice in Matthew 5-7. Christians can hear the entire Sermon on the Mount read in parts in this new worship service with the readings followed by stanzas of four new hymns by Carolyn Winfrey Gillette (to well known hymn tunes) based on each part of Jesus' teachings. This special service of biblical readings, prayers and new hymns is about 40 minutes in length so it can easily be used for a Sunday morning service with time for additions like pastoral prayers and offering. Donations for using this creative worship service are requested to go to CARES, an exciting educational program for children in Honduras started by Catherine Gillette. "The Sermon on the Mount" is the source of the lectionary gospel readings for January 30th through February 27th; this whole service could be used on any of those Sundays or at another time like a summer Sunday led by lay readers alone.  Presbyterian Women might want to use it in the coming year when they study the Beatitudes (the first hymn is a paraphrase of them).  "The Sermon on the Mount Service by Carolyn Gillette beautifully coordinates Jesus' deep words with contemporary music and prayers. I warmly recommend her work to the churches!"— F. Dale Bruner, author of Matthew: A Commentary. Volume 1: The Christbook, Matthew 1-12 and Volume 2:  The Churchbook, Matthew 13-28.

The Presbyterian Church (USA)’s 219th General Assembly approved an overture from National Capital Presbytery calling the church to a time of discernment "to Seek Clarity on Whether God Is Calling the Church to Embrace Nonviolence as Its Response to War and Terror." 

The Presbyterian Peace Fellowship (the oldest denominational group supporting nonviolence) is inviting everyone to the Second Annual Convocation of Peacemakers at Stony Point Center, to be held April 7 – 9, 2011. There will be tracks on  Becoming a Peace Church, on Confronting Racism, Colombia Accompaniment (led by two church women from Barranquilla), Israel/Palestine (with leadership from Rihamm Barghouti), and Preventing Gun Violence (with colleagues from the Heeding God’s Call effort in Baltimore).  Stony Point Center, with the leadership of Rick and Kitty Ufford-Chase, is supporting The Community of Living Traditions (a multifaith residential community of Muslims, Jews and Christians at Stony Point Center committed to nonviolence and peace) and the Luke 6 Project (Christian community dedicated to the study and practice of nonviolence in solidarity with partners of other faith traditions).

Resources for small group studies includes The Thoughtful Christian’s Did Jesus Always Preach Nonviolence? by David Rensberger (Professor of New Testament at the Interdenominational Theological Center) and Sojourners’ Christians and Nonviolence featuring many writers.    Both of these resources can be downloaded at anytime off web sites.   A good (free) handout for Sunday morning and for small group reflection is the Pledge for Nonviolence developed for the Institute for Peace and Justice with versions of the pledge for families, schools, churches and other groups.  

“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.”(Matthew 5:9 NRSV)
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