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Transformational Logic 
Luke 6:27-38 

 

 If life were a game show, we would win our rewards by guessing the 

right answers.  But, as we all know, figuring out what the right answer is not 

usually easy and straight-forward.  It all depends on the rules of the game. 

For instance, if life were like “The Price is Right,” then Bob Barker or 

Drew Carey would tell us, let’s say, to look at a house we’d like to buy and 

then make an offer based on what we think it’s worth, trying to stay below 

the asking price, because if we offer too much, we’ll automatically lose it.  

That’s how the game is played.  Of course, experience tells us that nothing 

ruins a good transaction more than overbidding and offering to pay way too 

much.  Ask any realtor worth their salt and they’ll tell you, sellers hate an 

overly generous buyer.  It’s an unforgiveable sin to go over according to the 

rules!  You’re supposed to bid at market value or less or else you’re out of 

the game and all you’ll end up with is a ballpoint pen from Coldwell Banker.   

Well, if “The Price is Right” isn’t the right game for you, then let’s say 

life were like “Let’s Make A Deal.”  In this case, you are given a brand new, 

16-foot daysailer as your prize in life, but then Monty Hall or Wayne Brady 

tempt you with something else—one you’re not allowed to see because it’s 

behind door number two.  What is it?  Is it a dinghy, or could it be an 

amazing yacht worth millions, completely stocked, with crew and a decade’s 

worth of diesel?!?  So how is this game of life played: are you feeling lucky 

or prudent?  Life’s filled with risk, you know.  What is the best and most 

logical choice: keep your brand new small boat in hand or risk it all for 

what’s behind Door #2?  

More to the point, let’s say life is like “Survivor.”  How do you play 

this game?  Do you aim to win challenges over the course of the season or 
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find immunity idols in order to survive?  Is your plan to garner friends and 

team up or remain aloof and alone so you don’t get betrayed?  Are you a 

player people love or one they’ve learned to respect?  Do you aspire to be a 

team leader or is it wiser to be a follower and below the radar in this game?  

How do avoid getting voted off and survive to the end to gain the big 

reward?  Is there a guaranteed fool-proof strategy in this game, or does it 

depend on the players?  What makes the most sense to you?   

Frankly, you could say any of these game shows has elements in it 

that reflect the way life plays out at times.  Life is frequently a competition 

of some sort, where there are difficult choices, risks to bear, various 

strategies for success or survival with the hope of avoiding disappointment 

and winning the ultimate prize.  The rules may change even while we’re still 

playing, so who’s to say what’s the right answer and approach?  It’s often 

left to personal discretion and individual circumstances.  So how do we 

know the most logical, rational, and successful way to be in life?  To echo 

the famous 1950s gameshow: that’s the $64,000 question!   

The default response to a question like this is, everyone figures out 

their own way through this existential maze.  Just as there are many ways 

to get to Boston, there are many paths to follow in life.  Those who prefer a 

bit more clarity and certainty will follow the well-established conventions 

most people follow or the rules they learn from those they admire most, 

while still others will trust the logic of their own wisdom or religious faith.  

Many of us were brought up to believe the Bible to be the Owner’s manual 

from the One who created us—a source of divine inspiration and wisdom 

that we are compelled to follow.  That’s characterized as a life of faith.  But 

how does that really work?  How does it actually play out? 



3	
	

I still recall one of my Sunday School teachers in childhood wowing 

me with the impressionable claim that if I read the Bible every day, I would 

never go wrong.  To a ten-year-old preacher’s kid, that made perfect sense: 

Read the Bible and you’ll stay on the good side of God.  However, the 

reliability of that claim lasted about 24 hours, when I realized “Thou shall 

not fight with your brothers” was nowhere in the canon.  Yet, it didn’t 

matter, since I got into trouble anyway.   

I learned then through experience what I subscribe to now, i.e., 

reading the Bible will provide some guidance in life, perhaps insights for 

decision-making in many situations, but the answers are not guaranteed or 

fool-proof since the texts were not written with our problems in mind.  

Applying the teachings of the Bible to today’s context can be like reading 

through the manual for a 50-year-old 8-track player to figure out how to 

hook up a Smart TV to the internet.  Yes, some things do correspond, but 

much of it does not.  Comparing our lives to those in antiquity will help us 

sometimes, but also to realize the moral technology we employ is simply 

wired differently. 

That said, there’s much value in studying Scripture because the Bible 

does speak to the human condition.   More to the point, there are teachings 

that would make a remarkable impact in life if we actually followed them.  

But we don’t because they don’t make sense in the way life plays out.  The 

rules don’t apply.  Yet, one could also argue, they have not been tried 

enough to judge if they make sense for our current time.  Of those that fit 

this characterization, at the top of my list would be the teachings of Jesus 

from the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew)/Plain (Luke) that apply to 

human conflict and dealing with adversaries.  Many of them appear to be 

impractical or illogical even to well-seasoned Christians.   
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I would begin with these familiar, but nonetheless startling, verses: 

But I say to you that listen, love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, 
bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you… 
 

Now where would you apply these rules where they might work?  In a 

perfect, well-behaved context, these instructions could be the rules of life, 

i.e., love your enemies.  But that’s not our world, is it? 

Honestly, with our “#Me-Too” reality, counsel of this type 

understandably gets lost in the righteous anger of the times.  How do you 

think it would play in Peoria, not to mention Pennsylvania, if the Pope were 

to quote these imperatives from Jesus to all the victims of clergy sexual 

abuse (or should Southern Baptists have a “come to Jesus” moment like 

this)?  It would be a public relations disaster: the world awakened to these 

terrible crimes would be rightfully incensed and righteously enraged.   

It can’t happen yet because the crimes and the arrogance of the 

institutions haven’t been fully called into account.  There’s a time and place 

for everything.  These rules don’t necessarily apply in the present moment.  

In many situations, the shame game still overshadows all methods of 

accountability.  Why should forgiveness and love come before admission 

and appropriate reckoning?  Justice is a huge factor in knowing when and 

where to apply Jesus’s most demanding teachings about love.   

That is true.  But an equally demanding matter is, when in a criminal 

situation do we ever know that justice has been fully served?  When can a 

victim be finally satisfied after all the suffering?  Too many crimes don’t fall 

under the ancient code of justice, lex talionis, because it’s not possible to 

get an eye for every eye or a tooth for every tooth, or to administer justice in 

a way equal to the crime.  If we tried to live to this form of justice (lex 

talionis), we would have more blood on our hands than we could live with.  
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So, how does a victim know when justice has been served and they can be 

free of their suffering? 

That’s a judgment that only a victim may render.  But it’s also why I 

think we’re left to recognize that forgiveness has a role in making up for 

what justice cannot achieve.  When justice is not enough, then love becomes 

an act of mercy, not just for the perpetrator or the system that harbors 

criminality, but mainly to the victims themselves, who cannot have a future 

until they can find some way to heal the past.  Sometimes the rules of the 

game must change in order to be able to survive as a victim.  Nowhere does 

a victim begin to take control of the situation or their life than through 

claiming the power to forgive, even if they do not exercise it.  Simply 

gaining the power and being in the position to grant an offender forgiveness 

is a way to transform a haunting situation from one of toxic emotions and 

chronic cruelty to one of extraordinary redemption and spiritual strength.  

When the victim is able to gain control and restore such power into their 

own life—power that has been stolen from them by the crime and the 

haunting impact of it—then it’s possible and preferable to move forward 

and let the go of the pain.  A victim turns to love if and when justice isn’t 

enough; love is what will begin to heal their own soul. 

I believe this is part of the transformational logic of Jesus’s words—

that love is a way to regain personal power for those who have suffered 

great wrong.  It’s something that comes most appropriately after justice has 

been rendered.  It needs a context that makes it more than just an idealistic 

platitude that covers over wrongdoing—where mercy is merely 

transactional and meaningless.   

To love one’s enemies requires first a genuine hatred and fear of 

someone.  You must face down an enemy; you must fear them like an 
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enemy for what they have done to you.  Jesus’s words are not to squelch the 

pursuit of justice by instructing victims to be patient, tolerant, or accepting 

of evil.  It’s not to “turn the other cheek” or “give the shirt off your back” as 

a pacifying gesture to drain a victim of their right to be angry and hateful.  

No, his instructions here are meant to transform a harmful relationship 

into one that reclaims dignity for the one who is wronged.  It’s a moral logic 

that makes sense when a person struggles to find justice and their own 

restoration back into life. 

What Jesus was disavowing was the lex talionis logic that assumes 

that if you punish an offender in a way similar to the crime, then that will 

satisfy the anguished soul of the victim.  Punishing the perpetrator might 

feed the vengeful spirit of victim’s advocates, but vengeful punishment will 

not restore the soul of the victim, who never wanted to be assaulted in the 

first place and usually will not find redemption by being forced to be a party 

to penalty for the offender as ugly and violent as the crime itself.  That only 

perpetuates the pain.  But by claiming the power to end the violence by 

cultivating love just may be the way forward. 

Let’s be clear, cultivating love doesn’t start with forgiving the 

offender.  There are many other adversaries for a victim to face down before 

taking on the perpetrator, who is usually one of the last recipients of such 

grace.  Loving one’s enemies begins with first addressing the demons of 

shame, self-hate and self-doubt that often plague a victim after assault.  

These are nasty enemies.  Love is fostered by being able to respond to the 

love of others who hopefully help support a victim through a period to 

restore safety, security, and self-love.  This is what begins the process of 

restoring spiritual power to one who has lost it.  
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When a person is victimized, they sense a powerlessness that takes 

over their life.  It begins to expand beyond even the incidents that surround 

the crime.   Recovering a love of oneself is a critical aspect to reclaiming 

power in relationships.  So, it doesn’t surprise me that along with loving 

one’s enemies is the instruction to do what one can to reclaim power and 

dignity in relationships.  If you can lone yourself, you can find the power to 

love others.  This is what is meant by turning the other cheek and giving the 

shirt off your back, that we find in our text for today.  The key is in 

understanding first century customs, which explains the intent of Jesus’ 

transformational logic, i.e., respond in an unexpected way to change the 

power and relational dynamics between an enemy and a victim, so you can 

turn the tables on offending behavior.  So, let’s take a closer look. 

 The first example had to do with a loss of power in relationships.  In 

Jesus’s day, power was structured in a social hierarchy: Romans had 

authority and power over Jewish men, men had power over women and 

children, masters over slaves, the wealthy over the poor, and so on.  The 

usual indication that a person possessed legally-approved dominant power 

over another was through the backhand slap of humiliation.  If you did this 

to someone who was your social equal, it would have opposite effects.  It 

would be seen as a challenge between two equals.  Keep this in mind as we 

look at the first example. 

If anyone strikes you on the cheek, offer the other also.   

Now Jesus’s advice here is not for victims to just absorb the initial 

punishment and shame, but rather to stand up for themselves by not 

cooperating with this system of power and domination.  If you’ve been 

humiliated by a public slap, then turn to your oppressor the other cheek—
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the left one—which, when hit by the right hand, must be done with the 

palm of the hand, indicating that you are to be considered an equal! 

 The point is, in a nonviolent, in a non-retaliatory manner, the victim 

no longer owns the shame they are reduced to feel simply by forcing the 

oppressor to stop hitting him or her by turning the other cheek to 

transform the relationship from a position of inferiority to one of equal 

status.  The victim has stopped cooperating with the abuser by refusing to 

be shamed anymore. 

 The second example is similar but relates to economic hardship: 

“…and from anyone who takes away your coat do not withhold even your 

shirt.”  That sounds like an act of charity, but it comes from the rules of 

foreclosure in Exodus 22: if a destitute person was in debt to the degree 

that virtually everything he had must be given to his creditor either as 

payment or as collateral, then the moneylender must not take his cloak, or 

shirt.  By law, an impoverished person could not be publicly disgraced 

without consequence. 

 What was Jesus’ response to this common injustice of his day, where 

rich landowners typically foreclosed on poor farmers in order to claim their 

land?  He told the debtor to give everything they had to the rich, right in the 

open forum of the court—every available stitch—shirt and cloak—leaving 

them butt-naked in a public forum and transferring the shame from them 

to those seeking judgment against them.  The point being, if a person was 

forced to lose all his assets because of an unjust economic system, by 

demonstrating how cruel it was, under Jewish law, the social shame would 

then be cast upon those who forced the destitute person into this situation, 

not to the debtor.   
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 What Jesus was doing was transformational logic.  Actions like these 

were designed to transform the setting from one that was defined by 

violence, injustice, and shame upon a victim to one of equal status, justice, 

and redemption.  He was instructing victims not to cooperate with the 

situation that harmed them by reclaiming their dignity and power by taking 

control of the context.  Shine the spotlight on the offenders, while pursuing 

justice and accountability through unexpected nonviolent means.  

“Overcome evil, but do not be overcome by evil.” And doing so, as an act of 

love—of oneself and of one’s enemies. 

 Now an approach like this might not work in every setting or 

circumstance, but it should spark some imagination to employ it in 

situations crying out for justice without perpetuating pain or creating more 

victims of wrongdoing.  There is much that is evil in life that can be 

overcome with good.  That is the transformational moral logic of loving 

one’s enemies. 

 The point is, love is not always an emotion or a sentiment.  

Sometimes it is simply a prophetic action designed to save ourselves, as 

well as to transform a toxic reality to another state much more redemptive 

and healing to the victim.  At the very least, love can empower a victim, 

even when it doesn’t change an offender.  If we are not ready to accept these 

words from Scripture as directly applicable to our world, still it’s important 

to listen and learn and wrestle with the implications of Jesus’s 

transformational logic, so that we will see, there is another way to handle 

cruel circumstances in life than by repeatedly yielding to the power of evil 

and evildoers.   

That is the way of Jesus.  It is a way to make a claim for accountability 

through justice and healing through love.  It is a path for the redemption of 
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our lives and souls.  If we can experience more of his type of redemptive, 

transformational logic, it may help us to see the normal rules of life don’t 

always have to apply when the power of love turns the pursuit of justice into 

a remarkable act of salvation.        
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