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The three illustrations of Jesus from this section of the Sermon on the Mount are 

so familiar that many people quote the key phrases, not even knowing they come 

from the Bible, so much a part of our language and culture have they become: 

“Turn the other cheek,” “Go the extra mile,” “Take the shirt off his back.” Our 

traditional understanding of this passage from Matthew’s gospel says that in 

response to bullying, domination or exploitation, Jesus counsels a passive 

acceptance of such behavior, sort of a stiff upper lip in the face of adversity. And 

the passage has been interpreted and applied by the church over time to the 

personal context, rather than the political one where Jesus intended it; those in 

authority would rather its citizens focus on the personal and not think about the 

political. But to read the story of Jesus’ life and ministry, to understand his 

parables and teaching, one has to keep the political and social context very much 

in mind. 

 The people of Jesus’ time and of the time of the NT writers were dominated 

by Rome, the occupying power. The people of Israel were subject to abuses by 

unscrupulous landlords and heavy taxes by corrupt taxcollectors. What’s more, the 

temple authorities and regional governors collaborated with the Roman powers to 

keep the peasants, about 95% of the population, under control, the better to 

exploit them for as much as they could wring out of them without destroying 
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them completely. Walter Wink, Professor Emeritus of Biblical Interpretation at 

Auburn Theological Seminary in New York City, previously of Union Theological 

Seminary in New York City, has written extensively about today’s passage from 

the gospel and he helps us to see them in light of Roman political domination and 

exploitation. Rather than passive acceptance, Jesus is encouraging creative, non-

violent resistance to the powers that be. 

 Let’s take each proverb in turn: first, “turn the other cheek.” Jesus is very 

careful in his illustration to indicate that the victim is first hit on the right cheek. 

Now assuming that the person who strikes is right-handed, in order to strike 

another on the right cheek, he would have to use a back-handed swing. To use the 

back of the hand suggests a dominating relationship, not one between equals but 

a master-slave relationship. If the relationship was one between equals, the flat of 

the hand would be used; then they’d both put up their fists and duke it out in a 

fair match. When Jesus suggests that the person who has been struck on the right 

cheek, turn the other cheek, he would be offering the left cheek and thereby 

forcing the person to hit him “like an equal.” The hitter would be momentarily 

stopped, rattled, for the gesture would bring to attention, probably into public 

notice, the nature of the relationship enacted here, that it was a dominating one, 

definitely unfair and unequal. Turning the other cheek would bring into the open 

the political nature of the relationship. As Margaret Atwood has said, “politics is 

about who has power over whom.” 
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 The second example, “Going the extra mile,” also has a political background. 

In Jesus’ time, it was lawful for Roman soldiers to command a peasant to carry his 

gear for one mile, and one mile only. This restriction was in effect to protect the 

peasants from exploitation, for soldiers would make peasants carry their gear for 

days, taking them far from home, wearing them out, so they could not work in the 

fields to grow the crops, or produce whatever goods they could, for the coffers of 

the empire. Heavy fines were in effect for any soldier caught forcing a peasant to 

carry gear further than one mile. Hence, “to go the extra mile” would actually get 

the soldier in trouble. And again this action would bring into the open for all to see 

the dominating, exploitive nature of the relationship. It would be a very public 

spectacle, the peasant carrying gear beyond the one-mile limit with the soldier 

anxiously trying to stop him. 

 An equaling amazing public spectacle would be the example of giving up 

one’s tunic in addition to the cloak demanded. The only situation which would 

cause someone to demand a person’s cloak would be payment of a debt. Impatient 

for payment, the lender might demand the cloak as collateral until payment was 

made. Now peasants wore only two garments, an outer cloak and an inner tunic. 

The cloak doubled as a blanket in those cold dessert nights; to take a cloak would 

leave the person exposed to the elements. But to give the lender the 

undergarment, the tunic, would leave the debtor naked, quite literally, for all to 

see. It would be an outward sign to everyone around: “Look. This man is taking the 
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very shirt off my back; he is stripping me naked, leaving me with nothing. He is 

exacting too much from me for the debt I owe.” In that society, nakedness was 

shameful for the one viewing nakedness: recall the sons of Noah who saw their 

father naked asleep and who walked into the room backwards in order to cover 

him up. To stand naked before this unfair, unjust lender would shame him, by 

revealing the naked truth of his actions; to walk away from him naked would 

announce to all those watching the injustice of the situation. 

 There is often an element of humour in many of Jesus’ parables and 

examples that we miss in our religious seriousness. Can you imagine the humorous 

possibilities of these situations? Imagine the soldier trying to stop the peasant 

from carrying his gear the extra mile, for fear of fines and punishment, the peasant 

all the while insisting, “Oh, no, sir, I don’t mind carrying your heavy equipment. Not 

at all. Allow me to carry it further. How far is your camp? Five miles, you say. Oh, I 

think I can manage that. No, please, sir, it’s such an honor to serve such an 

admirable man as you are, sir.” Or imagine stripping naked before the unjust 

lender. He would be aghast. He wouldn’t know what to do. How could he stop the 

debtor? How could he stop him without touching naked flesh? And the humour 

could be carried further as the man walked naked into the courtyard; his friends 

could greet him with gales of laughter at the joke at the lender’s expense. They 

could form a procession through the streets celebrating the creativity of this non-

violent protest, enjoying the naked exposure of the injustice. If you are able to go 
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on to the internet, go to Utube and search for Walter Wink: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UejcCTSwJ6I#t=76 

There is a three-part video of his lecture on these passages, and in the one dealing 

with the debtor, a young man from the seminar group, acts out this scenario with 

great hilarity, until Wink stops him at the crucial moment. That courageous, 

confident young man demonstrates the humour inherent in these creative 

suggestions from Jesus.  

 Jesus and the gospel writer do not mean that these illustrations be 

prescriptive. They wouldn’t work successfully after so much repetition, as many a 

child in a schoolyard who has been schooled to “turn the other cheek,” has learned 

to his peril. But we are invited to create other means of non-violent resistance to 

dominating situations, to unjust exploitation, to bullies. One example from that 

marvelous modern saint, Desmond Tutu. Tutu once met a white South African on a 

narrow footbridge which allowed for only one person at a time to cross. “I don’t 

step aside for gorillas,” snarled the white bigot. Stepping aside quickly, Tutu 

answered, “Oh, but I do.” Turning the other cheek with humour. Loving the enemy 

by revealing to him his unrighteous attitude or behavior and hopefully prompting 

him to repent, to change his ways, to transform himself, to enter the kingdom of 

heaven. 


