
 When I was an Assistant Pastor at St. Charles Borremeo in Tacoma 

a gentleman came to the parish office one day. He asked the 

receptionist if he could see the priest.  It was the Pastor’s day off so I 

was on. I asked him what I could do for him.  He asked me my name. I 

said, “I’m Fr. Kurt Nagel.” The visitor then said, “Brother Kurt, I’m 

Pastor Smith of Jesus Christ Evangelical Church, and I would like to ask 

you to let me come and tell your people about a project we might be 

able to do together (he told me the nature of the charity, which I have 

forgotten). And he concluded a bit defiantly by saying, “I call you 

“Brother Kurt” because Jesus told us to call no man “Father.” 

 Well, pretty much the only thing I heard was what I interpreted as 

Pastor Smith’s dig at Catholics’ use of the title “Father.” And it 

especially irritated me that he was insulting us at the same time he 

wanted our help. So I was going to defend the faith (and myself). I 

launched into him with the usual Catholic defense of the use of 

“Father” for priests.  “Obviously,” I said, “Jesus didn’t mean to be taken 

literally or we couldn’t use the title for our biological fathers, and since 

Jesus also said we shouldn’t call anyone “Teacher” it would also mean 

your kids shouldn’t call their grade school teachers ‘teachers,’ right? So, 

Pastor Smith do you call your father, ‘Father?’ If so, then aren’t you 

disobeying Jesus? And if that is your attitude then there’s the door.  

Don’t let it hit you on the way out!” True story, I’m afraid.  Not my 

finest hour as a priest. 

 “I say to you, offer no resistance to one who is evil.  When 

someone strikes you on your right cheek, turn the other one as well.  If 

anyone wants to go to law with you over your tunic, hand over your 

cloak as well.  Should anyone press you into service for one mile, go for 

two miles.” Is there any teaching of Jesus that is more difficult to live 



out or even understand? What about justice? What about protecting 

the weak? Should we really not resist evil? 

 First, a couple of caveats: I believe Jesus words here are for our 

own situations.  When we see someone else being slapped, their 

clothes stolen, or their weakness exploited we can and should 

intervene for the sake of justice. Second, I hope what I say isn’t meant 

to suggest accepting domestic violence or physical abuse as God’s will. 

 But, even so, Jesus’ words are troubling.  What is He getting at? As 

Erasmo Leiva-Merikakis suggests in his book Fire of Mercy, Heart of the 

Word, Jesus is teaching that the “willingness to surprise our adversary 

with compassion, charity and forgiveness” is more constructive than an 

eye for an eye retaliation because “It puts the evil-doer at the risk and 

possibility of conversion . . . After my enemy has slapped both of my 

cheeks perhaps he will be ashamed.  After I gave given him both my 

tunic and coat, perhaps he will have pity on my nakedness.  If I go the 

second mile with him, perhaps this will give both of us the needed time 

and shared experience to pass from animosity to understanding.  

Perhaps all of his aggressiveness toward me comes from . . . a real 

ignorance concerning the other courses available to him besides 

injustice and violence.” 

 And we think, “That’s a lot of ‘Perhaps.’” But Jesus seems to find it 

an acceptable “risk that our apparent weakness will be seen as an 

invitation to more injustice and violence and the enemy will move on 

slap other people’s cheeks. But, to be fair, this is the very risk Jesus 

took in coming into our midst and handing Himself over to us, for us, on 

the Cross.”  Jesus’ generosity doesn’t worry about the odds if there is 

any chance at all it might save the seemingly “unsaveable.” 



 That is what Jesus cares most about – the lost sheep, rather than 

the ninety nine. Those are the rules of His new Kingdom. Think about 

the centurion at the foot of the cross who, after crucifying Jesus heard 

Jesus ask the Father to forgive him, and came to realize that, “Truly this 

man was the Son of God!” (Mk 15:39). That is the way of Jesus’ world. 

 Jesus is not interested in victory, but in the conversion of hearts – 

or rather, he knows the only real victory that matters IS conversion to 

the Kingdom.  I’m not sure what this says about the big historical issues, 

what it means in relation to the question, “What about Hitler?” But 

think of how many times in our own lives, in our day to day existence, 

we meet adversaries, opponents, even enemies.  Think of all those 

situations where we are caught in conflicts and it’s almost impossible to 

imagine backing down due to our dignity and simple justice!  

But Jesus doesn’t seem to care about such things, at least not as much 

as He cares about those horrible people’s conversion.  This teaching 

underlines the importance of conversion in Jesus’ mind and the 

edginess of His thinking that we like to ignore.  He’s asking us to risk 

physical and emotional pain, our honor, dignity, material wealth, our 

precious time for even the faintest possibility of our opponents’ 

conversion to His way and vision of things – what He calls salvation!  

But we resist both the terms and the odds of that gamble.  We’re not 

sure those people’s souls are worth the price we’re asked to pay.  And 

we’re certainly not convinced the odds of conversion make it 

worthwhile. 

But then I think of that Protestant minister who came to my door, with 

a mixture of charitable ideas and old prejudices. Rather than engaging 

him in a battle and tossing him out the door, what if I had ignored the 



remark about calling anyone Father and invited him into my office? 

What if we had sat and discussed his ideas. We might have found a 

common concern.  He might have left with a different impression of 

Catholicism and Catholic priests.  We might have even been able to 

engage in a discussion about why Catholics call priests “Father” with 

some hope of changing his mind. None of that happened because I 

defended myself. 

 A few weeks ago I said that Christianity is an adventure. In the 

Sermon on the Mount Jesus says, “Love your enemy, and pray for those 

who persecute you.” Jesus is asking us to gamble with our vulnerability. 

Jesus is saying that in this great game of souls our greatest strength is 

the ability to love. And the winner “is the greatest risk-taker, which 

means the one most willing to invest himself where the odds appear 

most against him.  And the absolute champion of this game is Jesus 

Crucified.” He’s asking us to join Him in the game. That’s what it means 

and takes to be a saint. Do we want to take that risk? 


