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“Choosing Reconciliation Over Revenge” 

Texts: Leviticus 19:1-2, 9-18 and Matthew 5:38-48 

 

A pastor was delivering a message about forgiving one’s enemies.  After a long sermon, he 

concluded by asking how many of those present were willing to forgive their enemies.  About 

half the congregation raised their hands.  Not satisfied with this answer, the pastor continued to 

speak for another twenty minutes.  He asked again, how many of those present were prepared to 

forgive their enemies.  Now about eighty percent raised their hands. 

 

This wasn’t enough for this particular pastor, so he went on for another fifteen minutes and asked 

again.  This time, every hand went in their air except for one elderly lady sitting in the front of 

the church.  Surprised, the pastor said, “Mrs. Jones are you not willing to forgive your enemies?”  

She simply shrugged and said, “I don’t have any.” 

 

The pastor said, “That is rather unusual.  How old are you?”  “Ninety-three,” came her reply. 

 

The pastor was so taken by her statement that he asked her to stand up and tell everyone how one 

can live to ninety-three and not have an enemy in the world.  The sweet old lady rose to her feet, 

turned toward the congregation and said, “It’s easy.  I just outlived all those losers.” 

 

So, for anyone here who has no need to forgive others and plans to follow Mrs. Jones advice and 

outlive all your enemies, you are welcome to close your eyes and take a brief nap.  When you 

hear the organ, if you would please kindly awaken and join us for the closing hymn.  For the rest 

of us, myself included, let’s explore this notion a bit further. 

 

I was saddened this week to read Leslie Ray Charping’s obituary this week.  I never met Mr. 

Charping and know only what was recorded in the obituary which went viral.  Mr. Charping died 

in Texas at the age of 74, which, according to his obituary was 29 years longer than expected and 

much longer than he deserved.  The details went downhill from there.  He was survived by “two 

relieved children…and countless other victims.”  The obituary went on to say that he lacked 

ambition, was reckless, squandered the family savings and was abusive to those around him.   

 

It concludes by noting that “no services will be held, there will be no prayers for eternal peace 

and no apologies to the family he tortured.”   

 

I was saddened for the family that had to endure such abuse and wrath.  No doubt there was more 

to the story than what they shared, but one can feel the lifetime of sadness this family 

experienced.  Upon reading this, I also experienced an unexpected sadness for Mr. Charping.  I 

have said it in other contexts, but I believe that “hurt people hurt people.”  Who knows what this 



man faced that led him to be such a cruel person, but somewhere in his activities is a wound that 

was never healed.  I pray for Mr. Charping’s family that they may find some peace together and I 

pray that he too may find that peace that was elusive in his 74 years. 

 

In the gospel lesson this morning, Jesus is inviting us to take the more difficult path of breaking 

the cycle of violence in our world.  He begins this portion of his sermon by pointing out the old 

adage that says, “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.”  I wish I had a nickel for every time 

I have heard some Christian quote that part of this verse without recognizing that Jesus didn’t 

end there.  He is not and never did advocate the eye for an eye mentality.  When one of his 

disciples lashed out on the night in which Jesus was arrested, striking down one of the soldiers 

with a sword, Jesus rebuked him.  From the cross, when he was mocked and ridiculed, he never 

responded in kind.  Jesus never resorted to the eye for an eye mentality and his actions showed 

another course of action. 

 

He said, “You have heard it said, ‘an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth’ but I say to you if 

anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also.”  We should probably stop there and 

unpack what that means, because it sounds like Jesus is saying that we should be open to getting 

the tar beaten out of us.  That is far from what he is saying.   

 

Walter Wink and other theologians have pointed out that it is unusual that Jesus begins by 

naming the specific cheek, namely the right one.  To strike someone on the right cheek meant 

that the person administering the blow would do so with a backhanded slap.  This was a common 

way of showing someone that they were inferior.  You backhand a slave, someone who is 

considered lesser than you.  Jesus tells them to turn the other cheek leaving them with the option 

of striking only with an open handed slap, something that would acknowledge that they were 

equals.  It is a non-compliance to the notion that someone is inferior.  If we are going to be at 

odds, we will do so as equals.  Thus, the humiliation is turned upside down.  

 

Too often this verse has been misused as a means of telling one who has been abused or bullied 

that they need to accept the punishment.  What Jesus is offering is a third option, neither casual 

acceptance of the abuse nor violent reactions that escalate and perpetuate the abuse.  He is 

calling for us to find the willingness to break the cycle of violence.   

 

That is why he will continue with those powerful words to love one’s enemy.  Be kind not only 

to those who are kind to you in return.  Anyone can do that.  These are hard instructions for all of 

us.  It is easier to lash out in anger toward one who is angry with you.  It is easier to love those 

who are kind to you and hate those who are not.  Jesus asks us to treat everyone with the same 

level of respect.  It is the same instruction that God gave the Israelites in the passage from 

Leviticus.  Treat everyone with kindness, refuse to treat anyone with violence or hatred, forgive 

one another, seek forgiveness when you have done wrong.  The goal is to avoid revenge and to 

seek reconciliation, the healing of those broken relationships. 

 

I want to share with you the story of a photograph I keep alongside my desk.  It is entitled, 

“Reconciliation” and was given to me by the photographer, the late Dr. Will Counts, a friend and 

professor at Indiana University.  Let me begin by telling you about the back story. 

 



The original photo is from 1957, the year that the Little Rock Central High School was 

integrated.  Nine African American students were selected to be the first black students to attend 

the all white high school.  The night before school was to begin, Daisy Bates, the head of the 

local chapter of the NAACP invited the students to her home for dinner and to prepare for the 

day ahead.  In part, they wanted the students to be prepared for the hostility they would face.  

Eight of the students came to her home that night.  Young Elizabeth Eckford, however, was not 

able to be reached because her home did not have a phone.  That evening, the parents and 

students decided that it would be best, and most safe, if they all walked to school together.  They 

made a plan to meet the next morning and make their way to the doors together.  Elizabeth 

Eckford never got that word. 

 

The next morning, the students faced a mob of angry people shouting at them, spitting at them.  

Together they walked peacefully into the school.  Elizabeth Eckford, however, walked from her 

home, carrying her books close to her chest alone.  She faced the angry taunts alone.  Her 

darkened glasses concealed the tears that filled her eyes as she was making her way to her first 

day of high school. 

 

Knowing that this would be a momentous day, many newspapers sent reporters and 

photographers to cover the story.  These folks were easily identified.  They had suits and ties.  

They were outsiders.  They were taunted as well.  Their cameras were taken and smashed on the 

ground.  The film was removed and unable to be processed.  Except for Will Counts. 

 

Will was a young photographer from Little Rock.  He looked like everyone else.  He was able to 

take pictures without any interference.  When he returned to the local paper with his pictures, one 

of them stood out.  It was a picture of Elizabeth Eckford clutching her books while an obviously 

angry mob behind her shouted and jeered.  One face in the crowd stood out among others.  A 

young woman pointed at Elizabeth with an expression of pure hatred.  This photo would run the 

next day in the local paper and be picked up by other news agencies around the country.  It was 

an iconic photo that would change the world. 

 

It is said that after seeing this photo, President Eisenhower called the National Guard to protect 

the nine students.  The photo resulted in widespread support of the students and financial support 

for their safety.  As a young photographer, Will had captured the photo of a lifetime. 

 

In most people’s minds, the story ended there.  Elizabeth Eckford and the other eight students 

endured the violence and hatred to integrate Little Rock Central High School.  But there is more 

to the story.  Remember that there was another person in the photo.  Another face in the crowd.  

It was Hazel Massery, the young white student whose face was contorted in anger directed at 

Elizabeth.  This was how she was remembered by most people, a picture that would describe her 

life.  And that was not how she wanted to be remembered. 

 

She and Elizabeth spoke a couple of times several years later to convey words of apology and 

healing.  But in 1997, forty years after the initial episode, Hazel also called Dr. Will Counts.  She 

would say to him that her life was more than that one moment and she wanted to know if he 

would come to Little Rock and take another picture of her and Elizabeth together.  Dr. Counts 

agreed.  And so, forty years after the event, on a sunny day, Hazel and Elizabeth posed together 



at Little Rock Central High School arm in arm.  This time there was no anger and no fear.  There 

was no violent mob, no hatred to be seen.  Instead there were smiles and laughter as the two 

embraced.  Dr. Counts took that photo forty years later and entitled it, “Reconciliation.” 

 

That, I believe is the kind of image that Jesus was trying to convey to us.  Someone has to be the 

one to break the cycle of violence.  Someone has to be the person big enough to admit that they 

were wrong and to ask forgiveness.  Someone has to be the kind of person willing to accept the 

sincere apology and offer healing.  Hazel and Elizabeth are those kinds of people.  And so are 

we.  It is possible if we are willing.  It isn’t easy, on either side of the equation.  To be the one to 

admit that we have spoken harsh words, that we have done things that have hurt others means 

acknowledging that we are imperfect.  It isn’t easy to be the one to accept the apology and to be 

willing to forgive someone who has done us wrong.  It is often easier to hold a grudge.  But Jesus 

is saying to those who would be his followers, I want you to try something different.  I want you 

to be a different kind of people.  Forgiving and forgiven.  Break that cycle of revenge and try a 

bit of reconciliation. 

 

I believe that the last time I told the story of Elizabeth and Hazel, was a cold and snowy morning 

in a church service in Indianapolis.  One of the persons attending church that morning was a man 

who came because he heard that our church offered a hot meal every Sunday at noon.  He arrived 

early and came into the worship service because it was cold outside.  I think he came more to 

escape the cold than anything else.  But when he heard that story, there was another source of 

warmth that came to him.  He kept coming back.   

 

It was not difficult to recognize him.  He is a big, strong man with lots of visible tattoos. He 

attended for several months and then showed up one evening for a new member’s class.  Eric 

wanted to join the church.  But, before doing so, he sent us an email that explained some of his 

past.  There was a lot there.  Anger, violence, hatred.  As he pointed out in the email, some of the 

accounts were true, some of it wasn’t but there was enough there to give you a sense of his past.  

This was a chance for a new beginning. 

 

Some friends in Indianapolis regularly download the sermons from our webpage each week and 

mail them to Eric.  He writes often and I wish I did a better job of writing back.  He is always 

quick to point out his faults, but that is not how I see him.  He will probably protest this if he 

reads it, but I think he is a good man who has made some mistakes.  But those mistakes do not 

negate the goodness that he is a beloved child of God. 

 

Eric attended that morning to escape the cold outside.  And he heard the story of Elizabeth and 

Hazel and the realization that we are more than one moment in life, more than a snapshot in time, 

more than any mistake we have made.  God offers reconciliation, healing to our troubled souls.  

And Jesus calls us to live that same way toward those around us.  We can spend our lives trying 

to outlive our enemies and worry what they may write in our obituary if we go first or we can 

spend our energy seeking and sharing love and forgiveness for all.  This is the route that Jesus 

invites for all his followers.   


