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I have two friends in Rome who I refer to as San 
Rocco and the dog. Iconography of San Rocco almost 
always shows him with the dog that tradition tells us 
helped nourish the saint back to health. And, this 
became a Roman expression for two people who are 
always found together —like my friends Nuccia and 
Loredana.1 In case you were wondering, I let them 
decide between themselves who should be Rocco and 
who should be the dog. They are good friends that 
teach in the same school, co-author books, and always 
seem to be found together.  
 
Loredana, that is, the dog, said to me one day how the 
two of them never split the bill when they go out. One 
of them pays, and the other will then get it some other 
time in the future. And, it’s always like that. 
 
Now, it isn’t as though this is something foreign to us 
here in the States, but it’s the way she said it that 

                            
1 “San Rocco e er cane” in the Romanesco dialect. 
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struck me: she said splitting the bill would be awkward 
and not reflective of their friendship. And, that doing 
so would go against their culture. 
 
In a sense, it’s an echo of what one saw all the time in 
the Mediterranean world around the time of Jesus and 
something that anthropology describes as the 
reciprocity relationships of the ancient world.2  
 
Essentially, society in the ancient world was held 
together by these unwritten rules of reciprocity. Gifts 
of some sort were given and at some point would be 
paid back with another gift.  
 
There also could be gifts when there was an imbalance 
in social status. A rich patron could give somebody a 
gift that he couldn’t possibly have the means to repay 
with something similar, yet that person might offer 
other things, such as loyalty and support, in return. 
This was all an implicit structure that was part of the 
fabric that held society together in the ancient world. 
There weren’t contracts for how a gift would be paid 
back or anything like that—and, no set timeframes for 

                            
2 Bruce Malina, The New Testament World: Insights from Cultural Anthropology (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), 93–97. 
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when a favor might be returned. Rather, it was an 
aspect of the culture that was understood even if not 
articulated. 
 
The gospels give us numerous examples of healings 
performed by Jesus throughout his ministry. Yet, it’s 
rare that someone actually says thank you. God is 
often praised. But, a big warm thank you to Jesus, 
through this lens of reciprocity, would imply an end to 
the relationship and that the gift wouldn’t get paid 
back.3 And that’s not the case. The relationships with 
Jesus continue. And seeing today’s gospel lesson also 
through this lens is a helpful way for us to tackle the 
passage and hear what Jesus is saying to us through 
the culture of the ancient world.4 
 
We heard Luke’s version of the “golden rule” today—
that is: “as you wish that men would do to you, do so 
to them.”5 And, it seems to fit well within this idea of 
reciprocity. Yet, Jesus pushes the concept much 
further. 
 

                            
3 Malina, The New Testament World, 93. 
4 Alan Kirk, “Love Your Enemies: the Golden Rule and Ancient Reciprocity (Luke 
6:27–35),” Journal of Biblical Literature 122, no. 4 (Winter 2003): 667–686. 
5 Luke 6:31. 



4 

Jesus speaks of loving our enemies and even offering a 
shirt to a person that is trying to take our coat. The 
enemy or the thief isn’t somebody that we would 
expect to reciprocate a gift, yet Jesus is instructing us 
to give generously even here. What would have been a 
theft, in a sense, is restored to the normal order of 
things by turning it into a gift. And maybe, every once 
in awhile, the thief is restored, too.  
 
But, overall, Jesus is telling us to give regardless of 
what we would expect to get back down the road. 
And, anyway, in the ancient world, one never knew 
when or how a gift might be reciprocated. 
 
We also heard Jesus pose the rhetorical question: 
“what credit is that to you?” He did so three times. We 
heard it after “if you love those who love you” and 
then “if you do good to those who do good to you” 
and finally “if you lend to those from whom you hope 
to receive.” After each one, Jesus asks: “What credit is 
that to you?”6 
 
In a similar verse, Matthew uses a word often 
translated as “reward,” where we heard “credit” in 

                            
6 Luke 6:32–34. 
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Luke.7 It’s a Greek word for things such as the wages 
one receives for a job.8 And, that is probably also the 
plain sense intended by Luke when Jesus asks: “what 
credit is that to you?” What do you expect to get for 
doing that? 
 
Yet, Luke uses a different word here in Greek, the 
word “χάρις,” that isn’t entirely synonymous with 
Matthew and isn’t fully captured by our translation of 
“credit.” It’s a word that can be translated as “gift” or 
“favor” or “goodwill”; but, it’s also a word that was 
used in the reciprocity system of the Greco-Roman 
world, and in that context, perhaps a good translation 
might be “gratitude.”9 But, “χάρις” has also come to 
have a theological meaning strongly associated with it 
thanks largely to St. Paul. It’s the word that the 
Church tends to translate most of the time as “grace.” 
 
While we can’t know for sure if Luke intended 
anything beyond the plain sense of the word, his 
choice of the word “χάρις” can help us move to a 

                            
7 Matthew 5:46. 
8 A Greek-English Lexicon of New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, 3rd ed. 
(BDAG) (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), s.v. “μισθός,” 653. 
9 BDAG, 1079–1080. 
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deeper understanding of the passage overall—to focus 
on what it’s saying about God and God’s grace. 
For starters, we need to remember that Jesus’ message 
today isn’t just a list of instructions for how to behave, 
but it’s also the continuation of his description of the 
Kingdom of God that began in last Sunday’s gospel 
lesson. This is part two of that same sermon known as 
the “Sermon on the Plain.” 
 
Last week, we heard Luke’s version of the beatitudes 
such as: “Blessed are you poor, for yours is the 
kingdom of God”.10 So, we’re continuing to hear 
about the kingdom of God and how it’s not exactly 
what we would expect based on how things often 
seem on earth. 
 
In God’s version of reciprocity, God extends his 
gracious gifts to everyone.  
 
And, that includes all those surprising recipients of 
gifts that Jesus told us about today. We just need to 
place God on the receiving end in our place: those 
who hate or curse or abuse God, those who try to 
steal from God, and so on. God still loves them all. 

                            
10 Luke 6:20 
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Jesus is telling us how God offers his gifts, even 
though he knows that many won’t respond. He gives 
anyway. As we also heard today, God “is kind to the 
ungrateful and the selfish.”11 
 
The gospel lesson opens with Jesus saying, “I say to 
you that hear.”12 In other words, he knows perfectly 
well that some won’t hear or listen to what he has to 
say. But, for those of us who do, and acknowledge our 
relationship with God, how can we reciprocate for all 
that we’ve been given?  
 
If we were to do so strictly within the ancient culture 
of Greco-Roman reciprocity, the situation would be 
analogous to the rich patron who gives gifts to the 
poor who will never be able to pay him back. And, 
how could we ever really pay God back?  
 
In antiquity, reciprocity could take the form of loyalty, 
honor, support, and things like that. Though for us, 
our relationship with God doesn’t stop there—it’s 
much more than that of a rich patron and a local 
peasant.  

                            
11 Luke 6:35. 
12 Luke 6:27. 
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Origen of Alexandria, writing in the third century, 
offers a helpful insight. We heard Jesus say today: “be 
merciful, even as your Father is merciful” and Origen 
connects the dots between following the Father’s lead, 
as Jesus is encouraging us to do, and the concept of 
the Divine Image that was imprinted on us in 
Creation.13  
 
We were created in God’s image.14 And since we were 
created in God’s image, we ought to strive to reflect 
that image in what we do. 
 
Just as giving a thief one’s shirt restores order to the 
ancient world’s reciprocity system by turning a theft 
into a gift, and invites the thief back into society, so 
can we begin to restore the natural order of Creation 
by reflecting the Divine Image that’s inside us and by 
being who we were created to be.  
 
That’s how we can reciprocate for everything that 
God has given us. The only “currency” we really have 

                            
13 Luke 6:36; Origen, On first principles, 4.10. 
14 Genesis 1:26-27. 
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with God is the opportunity he’s giving to us -- to 
mirror his abundant generosity towards the world. 
Or, as St. Paul put it in our epistle today, “Just as we 
have borne the image of the man of dust”, Adam, “we 
shall also bear the image of the man of heaven,” 
Christ.15 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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15 1 Corinthians 15:49. 


