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Let us pray. 

Jesus of the sheathed sword,  
in your name, many swords have been used 
and many people have perished.  
Speak to us, teach us, again and again,  
that violence begets violence.  
Teach us. Again and again.  
Over and over.  
Because we keep forgetting 
and we need to keep remembering.  
Over and over.  
Amen 

 
At the heart of Christianity is an image of violence.  
 
Dress Jesus on the cross up as you will, 

a Christ reigning in glory as king or priest, as in St Mark’s great east window,  
a suffering man marked with the signs of the pox as in Grunewald’s searing Isenheim 
altarpiece,  
or a serene black man as in one representation in a church where I served,  
 

one thing is certain: behind him lies an object which is a potent symbol of the state’s, the 
oppressors’, humankind’s violence. 
 
Does that give us license to be a religion of violence? Well, looking at lots of Christian history 
you’d be excused for thinking the answer’s yes.  

Think the Crusades.  
Think the upheavals and burnings of the Reformation.  
Think oppressive colonialism and the slave trade.  

So much to be sorry for. So many reasons for others to hold a grudge against us. 
 
Violence is etched on every page and many faces. 
 
Have you ever been subjected to violence? Have you ever been violent to another? 
 
We need to recognise that tied up with an examination of violence is something called sin – 
a word we too often seek to avoid. There is the sin of the church; and it calls for more than 
being sorry. It calls for repentance, especially for the violence done by Christians in the 
name of Christ to Others, and to other Christians. Repentance, remember, is more than 
breast-beating: it is turning around, facing a new direction.  
 
For the church, it is taking corporate responsibility for what has happened, and thinking 
about how to make restitution and reparation. 
 
For the individual, it is about taking personal responsibility for the violence that is within us. 
And responding appropriately. 
 
So how do we respond to violence?  
 
I’ve often been asked, both by churchgoers and non-churchgoers, why Christians are so 
often at each others’ throats. And I think the answer is to do with passion. The more 



something is important to us and to our sense of identity, the more strongly or passionately 
we oppose those who disagree with us. 
 
Nowadays among Christians that’s usually expressed as emotional, psychological or 
spiritual violence; but it’s violence nonetheless. All too often in the past it has resulted in 
physical violence. 
 
And that is what we see played out in the world around us, as the tumultuous events at the 
end of the Trump presidency demonstrated. 
 
With an almost monotonous regularity the church prays for peace. But is this not an invalid 
prayer unless we – the pray-ers – are also striving to be people of peace, to grow peace in 
the depths of our hearts and minds? 
 
What a difficult thing that is!  
 
But I suggest it’s not just about a state of mind, a purpose to live at peace and accepting 
whatever that costs.  
For that can be a very passive way. 
And my reading of Jesus 
- despite many interpretations of the cross as a passive acceptance of suffering on the 

part of Jesus -  
is that Jesus’ way is actually something else. 
 
Jesus’ life exemplifies non-violent resistance.  
Jesus didn’t teach (or practice) passivity. He actively teaches non-violent resistance. 
 
Embracing non-violence is not the same as adopting a form of passive/aggressive response 
that so many of us fall back on. Nor is it simply about enduring a violent attack. 
 
So here’s an example of what non-violent resistance or response looks like. 
 
It also demonstrates why it is so important to know the social context within which Jesus 
lived. 
 
‘If anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also’ says Jesus to the crowd, as we 
heard in this morning’s gospel reading. 
 
What do you think that means? We tend to think it suggests that having been hit once, we 
should allow ourselves to be hit again, passively accepting and absorbing violence. 
 
But for me to be hit on my right cheek involves my assailant using their left hand. That was 
not allowed in Jesus’ day – the left hand could only be used for unclean things, and in the 
Qumran community – a Jewish sect active at the time of Jesus – a left handed gesture like 
that meant exclusion from the community for ten days. 
 
So in order for someone to hit my right cheek they have to use a backhanded slap. And a 
backhanded slap was intended to insult, and certainly wasn’t what you did to anyone you 
considered your equal.  
 
But if I turn the other cheek, that makes it impossible for my assailant to hit me 
backhandedly – my nose is in the way.  
It’s an act of defiance on my part, a way of saying ‘I refuse to be humiliated any more’. 
It’s an act of non-violent refusal, of non-cooperation with structures of violence.  



Even though it might elicit even more violence in the short term, if enough of us do it, it 
changes things. 
 
On the face of it, that sounds a bit different from 

like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, 
and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent, 
so he did not open his mouth. 

 
Don’t get me wrong. In no way am I decrying that passage, or its importance to our 
understanding of what God was doing in Jesus. 
 
And it is a wondrous corrective to what is the more apparent approach of the Old Testament, 
where violence is rife, and Israel’s violence towards, its ethnic cleansing of, the peoples of 
the land of Canaan, is not just permitted but encouraged by God.  
 
That in no way means that we’re allowed to act that way! Any reading of the Hebrew 
Scriptures that we have inherited and now call the Old Testament has to be through the 
prism of Jesus, of Jesus who instantiates non-violent ways. 
 
I’m indebted to theologian Walter Wink for the insight into turning the other cheek. But he 
also said that 

‘Nonviolence seeks out conflict, elicits conflict, even initiates conflict, in order to bring 
it out into the open and lance its poisonous sores’  
 

– a hard saying if ever I heard one. So nonviolence is not conflict averse – a lesson I need to 
learn!  
 
But also, more positively he affirmed that 

Every nonviolent act is a revelation of God’s new order breaking into the world.  
 
Four years ago, a week before Easter, in a mainly Muslim estate on the edge of Birmingham 
members of a far-right anti-Muslim group paraded in a very threatening manner through the 
main shopping area, carrying a big white cross and proclaiming that their blatantly racist 
actions were done in the name of Christianity.  
 
And so, on Easter Day, a group of six from a neighbouring parish, at the invitation of a 
Muslim community activist from the threatened community, walked up and down the same 
street in a ‘walk of witness like no other’, described by one participant as ‘witness in the 
double sense of being there, seeing, hearing, receiving something, and also of testifying, 
pointing to something we believe to be true.’  
 
That, I believe, was a nonviolent act, revealing God’s new order breaking into the world. 
 
My vision, my hope, my longing, is for a world in which, as Isaiah says, the sound of violence 
shall no longer be heard in the city – or anywhere else.  
 
But we’re a long way from that. The path we must walk is the path trodden by Jesus. And the 
cost may not be dissimilar to the cost borne by Jesus. 
 


