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 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 The words we hear today from Jesus are among the toughest in the gospel. I could probably preach ten 

sermons on this text and still not explore half of what Jesus is telling us who God is, who we are, and how we 

were created to live in relationship with God and one another. 

 Let’s begin by taking note of what Jesus tells us about God in this passage. He tells us to love our ene-

mies, do good to those that hate us, and to give to everyone who begs from us. And why should we live this 

way? Because, Jesus tells us, God is “. . . kind to the ungrateful and the wicked. Be merciful,” he says, “just as 

your Father is merciful.” We should not pass to quickly over this profound moment. Here, in these words, the 

second person of the Trinity stands before us in flesh and blood as the man Jesus and reveals that God is not 

what we may have imagined him to be: he is not an indifferent old man in the sky, far removed from us and 

our struggles, nor is he a terrible ogre out to be sure that karma boomerangs back on everyone and gives each 

person the punishment they’ve earned. God is all that he calls us to be: loving toward his enemies, doing good 

to those who hate him, and giving to those who beg from him. 

 Since that is who God is, and since we have been created through Christ to be like God as children are 

like their parents, then it makes sense that Jesus calls us to this high level of spiritual and emotional maturity. 

But what does it really look like to live this way? 

 Perhaps we might protest – “I don’t have any enemies! There’s no one I hate and no one who hates me.” 

A priest was preaching one Sunday and asked his congregation, “how many of you have forgiven your ene-

mies?” Most people raised their hands. Then he asked, “how many of you are working on forgiving your ene-

mies one day?” Now all the hands went up in the church except for one little old lady. So the priest said, “Ms. 

McGillicutty, don’t you want to forgive your enemies?” And she replied, “I don’t have any enemies.” The 
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priest was shocked, “please tell us how you’ve lived 98 years and have no enemies?” She smiled, “it’s easy, I 

just outlived all the S.O.B.’s!” 

 Our enemies in this context aren’t just people we hate or that we fear might be out to get us. Jesus’ teach-

ing applies just as much to those who annoy us, those who disagree with us, and those who make our lives dif-

ficult. In that regard he may very well be talking about members of our own family as much as anyone else in 

our lives! Three men were walking on the beach one day and found an old lamp – when one of them picked it 

up a genie appeared and said “I’ll give you each one wish, but as it happens you are each divorced so be 

warned, whatever you wish for your ex-wife will receive double.” The first man spoke up and said, “I don’t 

have any ill-will toward my ex. I wish for a million dollars and it’s fine if she gets two.” The second man said 

“My ex is horrible – I want a brand new sports car with a manual transmission. She can’t drive stick and won’t 

know what to do with two of them.” Finally the third man said “I want you to scare me half to death.” 

 So step one to loving our enemies means admitting that there are people in our lives that cause us trouble, 

and that many times they are quite close to us in our families, work places, and church. Step two is learning to 

respond instead of react. Reaction is when we immediately shoot back with the unkind word, the sarcastic re-

mark, or that petty act of vengeance. Response is when we pause – sometimes it only takes a pause of a few 

seconds – and we stop to view the other person through the eyes of Christ. God is not calling us to be door-

mats who take abuse. God is calling us to respond in a Christ-like way to those who hurt us. Response means 

doing what is best for ourselves and also what is best for the person attacking us. The Christ-like response is 

to, as much as possible, work for the repentance, transformation, and healing of our enemies so that we can be 

reconciled with them. 

 Here’s a few examples. Suppose your spouse hits you. Reaction is hitting them back, response is getting 

out of the house and might entail calling the police because it may be that an encounter with law enforcement 

is just what your spouse needs in order to experience transformation. Suppose someone here at church makes a 

rude or hurtful comment to you. Reaction is being rude back or going and gossiping about it with your friends. 

Response is going to that person later, after the heat of the emotion of the moment, and trying to explain to 

them how their words hurt you. Reaction is when we respond with anger in the heat of the moment. Response 

is when we ask the Holy Spirit to show us how we can attempt to bring reconciliation and healing to a difficult 

relationship. 
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 Loving our enemies, as Christ does and call us to do, can not only change our lives but it can change the 

world. As we approach the end of black history month, I can’t help but be mindful of the transformative work 

that the civil rights movement has accomplished – and continues to accomplish – in our society by promoting 

non-violent love for those who are consumed by hatred. I went back this week and re-read Martin Luther King, 

Jr.’s, Letter from Birmingham Jail. He wrote this letter around Easter time of 1963 while he was imprisoned in 

Birmingham for leading civil rights marches and he addressed the letter to white clergy who had been publicly 

calling for him to stop “agitating” so strongly for an end to injustice. If you’ve haven’t read this letter recently, 

or haven’t read it in a long time, I strongly urge you  to do so between now and the beginning of Lent. The let-

ter is an amazing and inspiring example of what it means to respond to criticism instead of reacting to it.  

 One of the powerful statements that King makes in the letter is a direct commentary on today’s gospel 

text. Responding to the accusation that he is an extremist, he says the following: 

I was initially disappointed at being categorized as an extremist, as I continued to think about the matter I 

gradually gained a measure of satisfaction from the label. Was not Jesus an extremist for love: “Love your 

enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you . . .” the question is not whether we will 

be extremists, but what kind of extremists we will be. Will we be extremists for hate or for love? Will we 

be extremists for the preservation of injustice or for the extension of justice?1 

 Just a few months prior to his arrest in Birmingham King had given a speech at a church conference in 

Nashville in which he articulated the case for non-violent protest against segregation. He doesn’t use the words 

“react” and “respond” but I think what he describes is an excellent example of what it means to respond to ha-

tred in a Christ-like way that seeks to see the enemy through the eyes of Christ. He says that when one re-

sponds to hatred in a non-violent way: 

 “. . . [he] has learned he must respect the adversary who inflicts the system upon him and he develops the 

capacity to hate segregation but to love the segregationist. He learns in the midst of his determined efforts 

to destroy the system that has shackled him so long that a commitment to nonviolence demands that he 

respect the personhood of his opponent. Thus, nonviolence exalts the personality of the segregator as well 

as the segregated.2 

 What King is describing here is one of the most powerful lessons our nation has learned from the civil 

rights movement – the truth that love for our enemies transforms them and ourselves. As Dr. King so famously 
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said, “hate cannot drive out hate, only love can do that.”3 This is true at every level of life. It is true in our fam-

ilies, in our church, in our community, and in our nation.  

 It is very encouraging during a time like black history month to look back and realize how far we have 

come as a society and how love has pushed hatred back because of the Christ-like leadership of thousands of 

people over the last few decades. But it’s also important to recognize that we still have work to do – as individ-

uals and as a society. Just this past November, for example, the FBI reported that the number of hate crimes 

has been steadily rising for the last three years.4 We need to celebrate how far we’ve come and remember that 

every generation has to make this choice anew for itself – the choice between love and hate. 

  I’ll finish with a last line from King’s Birmingham letter because it is prophetic and inspiring. As he gen-

tly takes his opponents to task he says, “I wish you had commended the . . . sit-inners and demonstrators of 

Birmingham for their sublime courage, their willingness to suffer and their amazing discipline in the midst of 

great provocation.” And then he speaks this prophetic line:  “One day the South will recognize its real          

heroes.”5 

 Let this Seventh Sunday after Epiphany be one of those days. A day when we recognize our real heroes, 

those who have chosen to love their enemies as Christ has called us to do. And let this day of recognition be a 

day when we resolve to walk in their footsteps and to follow them as they followed Christ. 

 Amen.  
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