
Seventh Sunday in Ordinary Time: Cycle A 

Gospel of St. Matthew 5: 38-48 

A few months ago, I saw the movie Hacksaw Ridge. This movie is based on the true story of the first 

and only soldier awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor who was also a conscientious objector. Desmond 

Ross enlisted in the United States Army during World War II knowing he would never agree to use a weapon 

or hold one in his hands, even during his time in basic training. Serving as a medic, he was the only soldier in 

World War II to never carry a firearm on the battlefield. 

In spite of hostility from his fellow soldiers and officers, including beatings and actions of vandalism, he 

held to his convictions. Eventually, he won the day, even if not at first winning their respect.  

 During the battle of Okinawa in the Pacific front, his unit was involved in ferocious fighting after scaling 

a stone cliff referred to as Hacksaw Ridge. At one point, their positions were overrun by the Japanese, 

resulting in their retreat back down the ridge. Because of the hasty retreat, they were unable to take the 

wounded with them. Ross therefore stayed behind to be with the wounded. He not only tended their wounds, 

he removed them one by one from the battlefield; single handedly lowering them down the ridge to the arms 

of American soldiers waiting below.  

He removed and saved 75 soldiers from the battlefield without carrying a weapon of any kind, all while 

Japanese soldiers held the ground. After lowering each soldier down the steep cliff, he would fall to his knees 

with one simple prayer, “One more Lord, one more.” Then he returned to the battlefield. As I recall, he even 

cared for and lowered one or two wounded Japanese soldiers as well. 

This is not a movie promoting pacifism. If everyone in the US Army was a pacifist, we might be saying 

this Mass in German or Japanese, if we were able to say it at all. But the movie does present the story of 

someone taking God at his word and living that word to its full. 

It could be said that Desmond Ross exhibited no more or less courage than any other Allied soldier on 

the battlefield, and he would be the first to agree. It could be said that Desmond Ross’ actions were no more 

or less extraordinary than any other solider willing to scale that cliff and take on whatever carnage and horrors 

of the Japanese would throw at them that day. It could also be said that our nation should be no more or less 

indebted to him than any other of our military involved in that or any battle.  

What Desmond Ross did does not require more or less gratitude or exemplify more or less courage or 

be described as more or less extraordinary. But what he did requires gratitude because what he did was 

“extraordinarily different” and required a different type of courage. What Desmond Ross did was point out to 

us that the Kingdom of God is in our midst.  

On the battlefield of Okinawa, Desmond Ross told us with his actions, that there was more to life than 

what we see with our physical eyes. There is something more than constant war, something more than people 

inflicting cruel horrors on one another, something more than cycles of hatred and violence constantly fed by 

vengeance. He showed us the life of the Kingdom of God and the Kingdom’s presence already in our midst. He 

revealed a capacity of life given by God, revealed in the Scriptures especially in the Sermon on the Mount and 

manifested in the Lord’s crucifixion on Calvary.  

It is a life we are all called to. It is a life we are all capable of. It is a life we will all live when the 

Kingdom of God comes in the full. Because Desmond Ross lived this here on earth, he manifested for us the 

Kingdom’s presence already in our midst. We are in desperate need to know that and see that, and that was 

what Desmond Ross did at the battle of Hacksaw Ridge on the island of Okinawa.  



There is one moral command separating Christianity from every other major religion. That moral 

command is “love of enemies.” Other religions might have “forgiveness of enemies” but only Christianity 

commands the actual love of enemies. Our Lord is clear in the Sermon on the Mount, “I say to you love your 

enemies and pray for those who persecute you that you may be children of your heavenly Father.” This is 

repeated constantly in the Gospels and other New Testament writings.  

This was the core spiritual message of the civil rights movement throughout the South in the 1960’s. 

Led by Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. and others, civil rights advocates placed their lives in jeopardy by marching 

and other means of protest. They were publically committed to changing the culture of Jim Crow and 

segregation in our nation, but they were equally committed to doing so without utilizing physical violence or 

retaliation. They suffered extreme police brutality and other forms of violence but never retaliated with 

violence in return. 

The proclamation of the Gospel calls us to be a transforming power breaking cycles of violence. This is 

no ordinary challenge. This is often considered the most difficult of all the gospel challenges. On the first 

anniversary of the 9/11 attacks, we had a special Mass at the parish I was pastoring at the time. Firefighters 

and other first responders were invited to the Mass. The gospel assigned for that day was St. Luke’s version of 

the command to love your enemies and pray for your persecutors.  

I looked for a loophole to change the Gospel for that day, but no loophole was to be found. That was 

what the Church wanted me to proclaim, preach and encourage all to live. I had to be faithful to what the 

Church was calling me to while recognizing my own anger at those who attacked our nation one year earlier.  

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus calls his disciples to a higher calling of “love that is just” and “justice 

founded on love.” Justice is embraced in so far as it relates to love. We are not called to avoid justice, but 

rather called not to confuse “justice” with “revenge” or “retaliation.”  

It is a love that accepts “justice” but rejects “retribution;” a love that is unconditional of the person 

even when justly horrified at what that same person has inflicted on others. It is a love that demands 

accountability but hopes for redemption. St. Thomas Aquinas said it with these words, “Justice without mercy 

is cruelty; mercy without justice is a waste.” 

While any one of us might need to resort to violence to protect the innocent or defend our nation, we 

must also realize the call and capacity to live the transforming power of faith in the Sermon on the Mount. 

This at the very least makes violence a last resort, and limits violence to repelling and protecting, not 

punishing.  

Probably all or most of us have a need to know the Kingdom of God is already in our midst. For certain, 

all of us are called to manifest to others the Kingdom’s presence with actions of loving enemies, forgiving 

abusers, and praying for persecutors. Every time we choose to love an enemy, forgive a sin against us, let go of 

a grudge or pray for someone who has wronged us, we also manifest the Kingdom’s presence already in our 

midst. 

An important caveat is essential here. No one is ever called to place themselves in jeopardy of bodily 

harm. This is especially true in cases of domestic violence when the abusive spouse often speaks of being 

“sorry” and asking forgiveness. This almost always is a set up to continue the pattern of abuse and true 

repentance never happens.  

While the call to “love one’s enemies,” “forgive,” and “bless those who hate us” is always true, 

sometimes this needs to be done from a safe place and over a period of time. This never means placing 



oneself back into a pattern of abuse or bodily harm. Forgiveness does not need to be done with the abuser 

present, especially if there is further danger of abuse. 

Not many of us will be capable of the witness Desmond Ross provided serving our nation in the US 

Army. But we all have opportunities in our lives to take hold of the gospel’s most difficult challenge and 

manifest the Kingdom of God in our presence. Doing so makes us children of the Father in heaven and helps us 

along the path of being perfect just as our heavenly Father is perfect.  

 

 

 


