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SUMMARY
One of the most central teachings of Jesus is that we ought to love our enemies. How are we doing?

AT A GLANCE
The United States could be described as a nation of enemies, a nation at war with itself, or a house divided, as Lincoln put it. There isn’t a person alive who doesn’t have an enemy and probably more than one. You might be surprised at the impressive list of the battle lines!

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s Old Testament text, see “Scarless Healing,” February 18, 2001. 

If one were to do some online research using “examples of loving your enemy” as the search phrase, you wouldn’t find many to choose from. Loving one’s enemy isn’t something we’re good at right now. Some examples can be found in the distant past, such as World War II or the Civil War — there’s lots of data from wars. But apparently, in 21st century America, most “what’s in it for me?” Americans are not into loving their enemies. There’s very little return on investment. 
Go back to WWII and you can find the story about Luftwaffe pilot Franz Stigler. While piloting a German fighter, he refused to shoot down a crippled American bomber flying over Germany and trying to get back to England. The 21-year-old American pilot, Charlie Brown, was on his first mission. His crew were wounded or dead. His plane was riddled with bullet holes. 
Stigler saw that they were in trouble and felt that bringing the plane down would be murder. Instead, he escorted them to safety and peeled off, after saluting Brown. Decades later, the two pilots met in a well-publicized friendly encounter. 
Or you might run across the account of the Japanese soldier who gave back a graduation ring belonging to American prisoner of war Mario “Motts” Tonelli, a former professional football player. The Japanese officer had studied in America and seen Motts play. According to one report, he said, “You were a hell of a player,” as he handed the ring back to his prisoner. “Good luck.”
But to find common, mundane examples of people loving their enemies today can be difficult, although not impossible. Perhaps there are such stories locally that never go viral, or that don’t hit Facebook or TikTok. 
So, there are outliers. You might read inspirational stories of Lebanese Christians loving their Syrian enemies, or of collaboration between various Palestinian and Jewish artistic groups. 
Occasionally, you read about unlikely friendships, such as the one between Supreme Court Justices Ruth Bader Ginsburg and Antonin Scalia. You might also pause to consider the friendship between the Obamas and the Bushes, and especially President Bush and Michelle Obama joshing around. And you might remember the banter between President Reagan and Speaker Tip O’Neill.
But many would also agree that sometimes the United States can be described as a nation of enemies, a nation at war with itself or a house divided, as Lincoln put it. There isn’t a person alive who doesn’t have an enemy and probably more than one. Here is a short list of some battle lines: 
· Vaxxers vs. anti-vaxxers
· Maskers vs. anti-maskers
· Republicans vs. Democrats
· Liberals vs. conservatives
· Vegans vs. carnivores
· Rich vs. middle class
· Rural vs. urban
This list doesn’t even account for multifaceted issues such as race and climate change, and when you have this many battalions positioned against enemies, things can get ugly. It is legitimate to ask: “With everything that divides us, what in the world is holding us together?”
Good question. But you might respond by saying, “Well, the people on your list are not really my enemies. True, they’re never going to be my BFFs, but it’s not like I’m going to take a baseball bat to their kneecaps or something.”
Maybe not, but the mayhem does happen. And don’t even pretend that you love your enemies — “you” being Joe and Jane Q. Public. You drink “haterade” every day and put a hating on your enemies that makes Harry and Meghan dissing the royals on Oprah look like a lovefest. You don’t like some people, you may fear them, you could hate them, you’d never break bread with them, you’d be uncomfortable if your children played with their children and so on. In short, those who could never be your friends are your enemies or at least “unfriendlies” and, honestly, you might even think they’re all going to hell. 
And let’s not forget the people with whom we don’t get along at the office, or in our neighborhood, or — gasp — in church! There’s the guy who lets his dog bark at all hours of the night, and those people with six cars in their yard, at least half of them jacked up and missing a wheel. There’s the colleague who seems to argue with you at every staff meeting, a boss so arrogant she makes Miranda Priestly (Meryl Streep) in The Devil Wears Prada look like Mother Teresa, and a nerdy creep who keeps asking you out. These people are not loveable.
Well … yes, they are loveable.
They might not be likeable. But they’re loveable. God loves them; Jesus loves them. And yes, you’re not God or Jesus, but the point is made. They are loveable. We just need to find out how to do it.

How to Love Your Enemy
This brings us to a section of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount as recorded by Luke: “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.” (Note that Jesus says, “Pray for those who abuse you,” not “Stay with those who abuse you.”)
When Jesus says that we should love our enemies, and do good to those who hate us, we might agree and nod our heads, and concede that this would be a good thing. It’s part of our creed. The idea of loving the unlovable is a thread that has been woven into the fabric of our religious attire since we were old enough to recite “God is love” (1 John 4:7).
But the harsh truth is that we have a hard time believing it. And further, it is fair to say that most Christians don’t practice loving their enemies.
This might be true for the following reasons:
· Unlike contemporaries of Jesus, we may not run into enemies to love — the list above notwithstanding. We have no trouble identifying the people who are on the road to perdition, but we avoid them and therefore we don’t really know them. We have done our best to build walls around our personal lives so that we’re protected from what we see as wicked people with evil, insidious lifestyles and beliefs. 
· This may account for forgetting to be proactive about seeking enemies to love. Not too high on our list of priorities.
· We also may actually disagree with Jesus on this point, arguing that loving our enemies enables and encourages them. 
· We prefer the quid pro quo approach and cannot afford to give “with no expectation of return” (v. 35).
· It is a nice sentiment, but loving enemies is not the way the world works, and we have to live in the real world, not in a make-believe world of upside-down ethics. 
At the heart of all of these excuses are two huge misconceptions about what Jesus is asking us to do. The first is about idealism and realism, and the second is about love.

Was Jesus an Impractical Idealist?
It isn’t hard to argue that Jesus was a star-gazing, impractical idealist who did not have his feet on the terra firma of real life or the quid pro quo of realpolitik. The Creed tells us that Jesus was both human and divine, so this already puts him in the category of someone unusual. And then there’s the fact that he was sinless, and we are not. 
His ideals are simply that — something to strive for, but never actually achieve. Because the moment we achieve an ideal, it ceases to be an ideal. It’s now in the realm of the possible. What Jesus is proposing is certainly ideal, but it’s not real, that is, it’s not in the realm of the possible. And, by the way, his radical idea(l)s got him crucified.
This is how the argument goes.
But — as theologian Reinhold Niebuhr might say — perhaps we need the idealists of the world to prod the rest of us underachievers to accomplish something that would otherwise be beyond our grasp. Without idealists pushing us to be better versions of ourselves, we’d settle for far less than is possible.  
The inconvenient truth is that we can actually love people we perceive as going-to-hell reprobates. This is possible because Jesus is only asking us to take one action at a time. Everything he suggests (as examples) involves a concrete, positive action. Simple. We can love our enemies, one act of kindness at a time.
This is why Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. said in a sermon in Montgomery, Ala., that “far from being an impractical idealist, Jesus has become the practical realist. The words of this text glitter in our eyes with a new urgency. Far from being the pious injunction of a utopian dreamer, this command is an absolute necessity for the survival of our civilization. Yes, it is love that will save our world and our civilization, love even for enemies.”
It might appear that Jesus is asking us to act altruistically. But he’s not. True, he says that we must not give or lend with any “expectation of return.” But a closer reading of the text reveals that Jesus unabashedly appeals to our innate greed. Consider this: Jesus urges us to love our enemies, because there is no glory or credit in loving our friends or those who can help us (see vv. 32-34). Yet, Jesus explicitly tells us that if we want some kind of “credit” or glory, we should try loving our enemies, because if we do, there will be a huge payoff: “Great will be your reward in heaven” (v. 35).
It’s an odd statement because the sentence reads, “Love your enemies, do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return. Your reward will be great, and you will be children of the Most High.” In other words, love your enemies and don’t expect anything in return (from them), but you’re going to get a huge bonus once you arrive at the pearly gates. When Saint Peter opens the book of life, there’s going to be a notation that reads: “This person is a child of the Most High,” and this will be followed by instructions concerning fiduciary arrangements for your “reward.”
So, when we love our enemies, there is a payoff! At the very least, we get a good feeling, we can congratulate ourselves on being faithful to the ideals of our faith, and we might get peace, knowledge and understanding. Every good action we perform has possible positive outcomes.
This sounds very practical. Therefore, it is a common misconception that Jesus was out of touch with the real world. Jesus absolutely knew how the world operates! 

Somebody to Love
Jesus is speaking to the farmers and other members of the working class who’ve gathered on the sloping hills of northern Galilee to hear what this local boy from Nazareth has to say. When he says, “Love your enemies,” he is obviously not speaking of love in a sexual sense nor even an affectionate one. He says, “love your enemies.” He most certainly does not say, “Like your enemies.” 
His understanding of love has nothing to do with sex or friendship. This is agape love, and this is at the heart of a general principle that is immediately made specific and active. It is “love” only because it is actively pursuing good for the enemy. “Do good,” Jesus commands. He doesn’t say, “think good thoughts or have good feelings,” but actually, “do good to those who hate you.”
Love, then, looks somewhat different when seen through the eyes of Jesus. It looks unreasonable, especially when the Lord proposes a four-fold approach to demonstrate what he means:
· Love them 
· Do some good on them 
· Bless them
· Pray for them
Now, Jesus has crossed the line.
One might be able to make an argument for doing good. Most people can muster up the effort to create positive actions that promote even an enemy’s wellbeing.
But bless the enemy? Pray for the enemy? This is totally unreasonable. This requires an attitude adjustment of the heart. This is much more difficult than providing a cloak when a soldier has lost his.
But this is the central demand of Jesus’ moral universe: Love unreasonably.
Whereas the Qumran commune that existed beside the Dead Sea in Jesus’ day was taught to “hate all the sons of darkness,” Jesus, on the other hand, demands nothing less than perfect, divine love. Rather than loving the lovely one, Jesus calls on us to love, bless and pray for the unlovely one, as unreasonable as that may sound.
As if to underscore the impudent nature of God’s graciousness, Jesus refers to the practice of buying and selling in the marketplace in the last verse of today’s pericope. “A good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running over, will be put into your lap; for the measure you give will be the measure you get back” (v. 38). Merchants weren’t inclined to “press down” or “shake together” measurements in order to give a buyer more than they paid for.
But this is precisely what God does and how God’s grace works. In God’s unreasonable love and extravagance, the “good measure” is poured until it is “running over.” This is what God wants to do for us, Jesus says, but only if we do likewise for our enemies.
· Jesus calls us to do the impossible, not the possible.
· Jesus calls us to do the improbable, not the probable.
· Jesus calls us to do the unreasonable, not the reasonable.
Martin Luther King Jr. once said, “I have decided to stick with love. Hate is too great a burden to bear.” 
Yes, Jesus calls us to love unreasonably, not to hate reasonably.
Amen. 
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS 
Genesis 45:3-11, 15 
What Does the Text Say?
Today’s reading begins with the announcement, “Then Joseph could no longer control himself” (v. 1). Joseph’s brothers, of course, do not recognize that the exalted figure before whom they now stand as abject supplicants is none other than the pampered and resented younger brother they sold into slavery decades earlier, and whom they identify, euphemistically, as the one who “is no more” (42:13). Ironically, of course, the brothers speak the truth. The younger, powerless brother whom they knew and abused is long since gone, and in his place is the second most powerful man in Egypt and, in the teeth of the famine gripping the region, the most powerful man in the world inhabited by Jacob’s sons. Joseph reveals himself to his brothers with the simple declaration, “I am Joseph” (v. 3). He immediately offers assurances (v. 5a) saying that their mistreatment of him has been used providentially for the preservation of life (v. 5b). Three times Joseph emphasizes that “God sent me before you” (vv. 5, 7 and, with a slight variation, v. 8) for the purpose, unforeseen and unforeseeable at the time of his enslavement, of preserving “a remnant on earth” (v. 7). 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Who Sent You? According to an article on the National Park Service website, the Pony Express existed in the mid-19th century as a super-fast way of sending mail. So many people had moved west, especially to California during the gold rush of 1849, that it was critical to have a means of getting mail to and from these points. But in the late 1850s, the Postmaster General scaled back operations. So a private company created the Pony Express, the 19th-century equivalent of FedEx. It could deliver a letter, via horseback, from St. Joseph, Mo., to Sacramento, Calif., 1,800 miles away in 10 days! This little story is a reminder of the value we place on the ability to send and receive. The text here reports that Joseph refers to being sent by God three times (vv. 5, 7, 8). In verse 8, he says, “So it was not you who sent me here, but God.” After Joseph, God would continue to send messengers with important news. God sent Moses (Exodus 3:14), and when God wonders whom he will send, according to Isaiah 6:8, the young prophet says, “Here I am, send me!” God even sent his Son (John 3:16), and Jesus sent out his disciples (see the great commission, Matthew 28:16), who became known as apostles — a word that means “sent ones.” And God has sent all of us into the world, and our mission is one of reconciliation, according to 2 Corinthians 5:18. So how is this working out? Are you working on your call, or have you forgotten that you’ve been sent?

Psalm 37:1-11, 39-40 
What Does the Text Say?
The editors of the NRSV suggest that this psalm is an “exhortation to patience and trust,” an accurate summary of the thrust of the psalmist’s argument. As with many of the psalms, this one is roughly acrostic with the lines arranged with Hebrew sentences that begin with the successive letters of the Hebrew alphabet. As you read this psalm, you might forget you’re reading a psalm and think that instead you’ve skipped to Proverbs. Portions of the psalm have the same epigrammatic style seen in the wisdom literature of Proverbs. The writer begins in verses 1 and 2 by counseling his readers not to worry about the ungodly. The Hebrew is translated “fret.” Literally, it means “to get heated up.” Don’t burn, because whatever burns is ultimately consumed. So, stay cool. Don’t get hot. Instead, put your trust in God. According to Alexander Maclaren, the Scottish divine, when trust is placed in God, it is always rewarded by God giving back more of God in whom we can further delight. We should not, the psalmist cautions, keep watching the wicked, admiring or envying their prosperity. It is a fool’s game. Their happiness is brief. God will deal with them, because they will be mowed down like a lawn mower cuts grass. Instead, we should “be still before the Lord, and wait patiently for him” (v. 7). Nothing else works, especially worry: “Do not fret — it leads only to evil” (v. 8) — repeating the counsel with which the psalm opens in verse 1. Instead, trust in the Lord: “The Lord helps them and rescues them; he rescues them from the wicked, and saves them, because they take refuge in him” (v. 40).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Sunscreen Protection. Since verses 1 and 8 both warn against fretting and worry, and since the word used there means literally to burn, or burn up, we begin with sunscreen. When spending a lot of time in the sun and its UV rays, people often will apply sunscreen lotion. Dermatologists advise using a lotion with a “broad spectrum” of protection, and they also advise paying attention to the SPF, the “sun protection factor.” If you get a lotion with an SPF of 20, it will take 20 times as long for your skin to burn as it would without the protection of the lotion. The psalmist warns us not to get burned. If we do, it only leads to further problems. Cite your own experience with an awful, blistering sunburn. Fretting, worrying and getting all burned up about an injustice done to you, something that may or may not happen, or about a perceived wrong or the wicked stuff going on in the world will have only one result. It will consume you — eat you up. Apply some SPF, a Spiritual Protection Factor. It is made up of trusting and believing in the Lord, finding refuge in God, delighting in the Lord, doing good, waiting on God, restraining yourself from anger and being peaceable. The more you have of these components, the greater your protection from burning up with worry.

1 Corinthians 15:35-38, 42-50 
What Does the Text Say?
[bookmark: _Hlk78615781]The central point of this epistle reading is this: “Flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable.” In light of Paul’s main proposition, what is his view of our physical life on Earth? He undoubtedly recognizes the futility of any attempt to cling to an earthly life, since death comes to all. Consequently, he calls on Corinthian believers to embrace an alternative vision that shapes their understanding of the present life in anticipation of their future life. In other words, he exhorts them to accept the fact that all creatures die. In short, physical beings do not and will not endure forever; but even though bodily death claims us all, it is not the end. As he continues to amplify his understanding of the resurrection, Paul offers a conditional statement for their consideration: “If there is a physical body, there is also a spiritual body” (v. 44b). His argument resonates with a similar one that C.S. Lewis once proffered, namely, that our present dissatisfaction adumbrates that we must be made for another world (Mere Christianity, Book III, Chapter 10). To be sure, Paul’s theological argument about the resurrection is not always easy to follow, and his logic may not be all that persuasive. Fortunately, Paul ends the passage with a succinct précis just in case any of the Corinthian disciples remain bewildered or conflicted. “What I am saying, brothers and sisters, is this: Flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable.” Any questions?
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Extreme Makeover. “What Not To Wear” (2003-2013). “Love, Lust or Run” (2015-2016). “10 Years Younger” (2004-2009). “Unveiled” (2017-). “Snog Marry Avoid” (2008-). “100% Hotter” (2016-2017). “Extreme Makeover” (2002-2007). “Bridalplasty” (2010-). “The Swan” (2004). These are just some of the TV shows in the past 20 years in which people have subjected their bodies to makeovers, including some awful plastic surgery. We should take care of our bodies, but many critics feel that these shows crossed the line. Perhaps the contestants or subjects on these programs needed to read 1 Corinthians 15. The thing is, we don’t know anything definitive about life after death. Yes, we’ve read about the near-death experiences of some super-fortunate people. But these anecdotes do not translate into anything empirically scientific. But we do know what our faith teaches us, and the central text on this is chapter 15 of the apostle Paul’s first letter to the Christians at the Greek city of Corinth. There, the Bible teaches us that clearly: when we die, our physical bodily existence is over. Done. Finished. Gone and never coming back. Our existence is not over, but whatever the form of this existence, it has nothing to do with the way we look now. Our height, weight, eye color, hair, bone structure, skin color — all of that and more is gone forever. “Flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable.” Well, thank God! A makeover is coming!

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

The world is indeed kin, and kinship is one of the core ideas behind kindness as a fruit of the Spirit, as they come from the same Middle English word. Kindness is an essential aspect of the church’s life and witness in the world.
But the connection between kindness and kinship raises a pressing question: Who are our kin? The same question is raised by the great commandment to love God and neighbor: Who, exactly, is my neighbor? Jesus’ parable of the good Samaritan prompts consideration of the possibility that even a perceived enemy proves to be a neighbor. In our own time and place, are not the immigrant and the refugee among ours? Kindness, as an aspect of the church’s life in the world, is an essential work of the Spirit, empowering compassionate interconnections with others and with the earth itself.
—Roger Gench, “In, with, against and for,” Presbyterian Outlook, May 3, 2021.

##

Abba Zeno said, “If a man wants God to hear his prayer quickly, then before he prays for anything else, even his own soul, when he stands and stretches out his hands toward God, he must pray with all his heart for his enemies. Through this action God will hear everything that he asks.”
—Keith Beasley-Topliffe, ed., Writings of the Desert Fathers & Mothers  (Upper Room Books, 2017).

##

To the degree that we accept that through Christ we ourselves have been reconciled with God, we can be messengers of reconciliation for others. Essential to the work of reconciliation is a nonjudgmental presence. We are not sent to the world to judge, to condemn, to evaluate, to classify, or to label. When we walk around as if we have to make up our mind about people and tell them what is wrong with them and how they should change, we will only create more division. Jesus says it clearly: “Be compassionate just as your Father is compassionate. Do not judge; … do not condemn; … forgive” (Luke 6:36-37). In a world that constantly asks us to make up our minds about other people, a nonjudgmental presence seems nearly impossible. But it is one of the most beautiful fruits of a deep spiritual life and will be easily recognized by those who long for reconciliation.
—Henri J.M. Nouwen, The Essential Henri Nouwen (Shambhala, 2009), 159-160.

##

Jesus Christ lived in the midst of his enemies. At the end, all his disciples deserted him. On the cross he was utterly alone, surrounded by evildoers and mockers. For this cause he had come, to bring peace to the enemies of God. So, the Christian, too, belongs not in the seclusion of a cloistered life but in the thick of foes. There is his commission, his work.
“The Kingdom is to be in the midst of your enemies. And he who will not suffer this does not want to be of the Kingdom of Christ; he wants to be among friends, to sit among roses and lilies, not with the bad people but with the devout people. O you blasphemers and betrayers of Christ! If Christ had done what you are doing who would ever have been spared?” (Luther).
—Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together  (Harper Collins, 1954), 17-18.

##

Suprapto and his wife, Kartini, were Javanese Christians who moved into a neighborhood in Jakarta where all the other residents were followers of Indonesia’s majority religion. Wanting to become friends with her neighbors, Kartini baked cakes and took them to the families on either side of their tiny house. But their gifts were thrown onto garbage heaps at the edge of the dirt path, accompanied by ugly words of rejection and dismissal.
The witness of this soft-spoken, unassuming man as he told his story and his wife’s story to fellow Baptists in their small church was hesitant, even shy.
He related that each Sunday morning, as he and his wife and their children walked out of the neighborhood, carrying their Bibles on the way to worship, men followed them with threatening insults and shouts of disdain, sometimes standing together, threateningly, to block the narrow passage. Over time, the taunts and tension faded away, yet friendship seemed illusive.
But, as Suprapto and Kartini continued to act neighborly, something remarkable happened. After four years, they not only had established several friendships, but often — sometimes each week — neighbors would come to their house to ask for advice about their marriages or to seek help with their children. In the words of this Javanese miracle worker: “They join with us to patch our leaky roof during rainy season. They deliver greeting cards whenever we celebrate our sacred holidays. They invite our Christian children into their Muslim homes. They bring us cakes.”
This is not an anecdote asserting that one religion is better than another. The religions in this account could have been reversed, and often indeed the unkind treatment does flow in the other direction. Rather, this is a true story … I will never forget, a narrative about how love overcomes hatred.
—Robert P. Sellers, “A real-life story of the power of kindness to overcome differences,” Baptist News Global, February 1, 2021.
https://baptistnews.com/article/a-real-life-story-of-the-power-of-kindness-to-overcome-differences/.
Retrieved August 31, 2021.

##

[Marital therapist John] Gottman calls contempt “sulfuric acid for love.” However, it doesn’t just destabilize our relationships and our politics. Gottman tells me that it also causes a comprehensive degradation of our immune systems. It damages self-esteem, alters behavior, and even impairs cognitive processing. According to the American Psychological Association, the feeling of rejection, so often experienced after being treated with contempt, increases “anxiety, depression, jealousy, and sadness” and “reduces performance on difficult intellectual tasks.” Being treated with contempt takes a measurable physical toll. Those who routinely feel excluded “have poorer sleep quality, and their immune systems don’t function as well” as those of people who don’t suffer contemptuous treatment.
As important, contempt isn’t just harmful for the person being treated poorly. It is also harmful for the contemptuous person, because treating others with contempt causes us to secrete two stress hormones, cortisol and adrenaline. The consequence of constantly secreting these hormones — the equivalent of living under significant consistent stress — is staggering. Gottman points out that people in couples who are constantly battling die 20 years earlier, on average, than those who consistently seek mutual understanding. Our contempt is inarguably disastrous for us, let alone the people we are holding in contempt.
—Arthur Brooks, Love Your Enemies: How Decent People Can Save America from the Culture of Contempt  (HarperCollins, 2019), 26.

##

Try not to pay attention to those who will try to make life miserable for you. There will be a lot of those — in the official capacity as well as the self-appointed. Suffer them if you can’t escape them, but once you have steered clear of them, give them the shortest shrift possible. Above all, try to avoid telling stories about the unjust treatment you received at their hands; avoid it no matter how receptive your audience may be. Tales of this sort extend the existence of your antagonists; most likely they are counting on your being talkative and relating your experience to others. …
What your foes do derives its significance or consequence from the way you react. Therefore, rush through or past them as though they were yellow and not red lights. Don’t linger on them mentally or verbally; don’t pride yourself on forgiving or forgetting them — worse come to worse, do the forgetting first. This way you’ll spare your brain cells a lot of useless agitation; this way, perhaps, you may even save those pigheads from themselves, since the prospect of being forgotten is shorter than that of being forgiven. So flip the channel: you can’t put this network out of circulation, but at least you can reduce its ratings. Now, this solution is not likely to please angels, but, then again, it’s bound to hurt demons, and for the moment that’s all that really matters.
—Joseph Brodsky, commencement address at the University of Michigan, December 18, 1988, cited by Maria Popova, “The Greatest Commencement Address of All Time: Joseph Brodsky’s Six Rules for Playing the Game of Life Like a Winner,” Brainpickings.org.
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/12/18/joseph-brodsky-speech-at-the-stadium-commencement/.
Retrieved August 31, 2021.

##

COMMENTARY 
Luke 6:27-38
In Luke, Jesus goes to the mountains for prayer, reflection, refreshment, rejuvenation. It is while enjoying one of these mountaintop moments that Jesus singled out 12 apostles from among his many disciples. Immediately after this, Jesus leads his newly appointed apostles back down the mountain to “a level place,” a place where apostles, disciples and a crowd of eager people stand shoulder to shoulder. The level place accords them all equal footing, just as they are all equally in need of Jesus’ message.
Although this gospel lesson does not include Luke’s version of the “blessings and woes” (vv. 20-26), their distinct Lukan structure carries into the texts we do read. Unlike Matthew’s version of these sayings, rightly called the “Beatitudes” because only blessings are listed, Luke creates a careful symmetry in his text. Four “blessings” are pronounced, followed by four parallel “woes”: poor-rich/hungry-full/weeping-laughing/rejected-accepted. Luke’s balanced structure is reminiscent of the evenhandedness of the blessing-curse announced to the Israelites in Deuteronomy 11:26-28.
Now in verse 27, another four-part saying is offered by Jesus. But unlike the blessings and woes, these sayings make up an active command from Jesus. When Jesus declares to his audience, “Love your enemies,” this is just the beginning formulation of a general principle … a principle that is immediately made specific and active. The “love” Jesus calls for is not an emotional or sentimental attachment. This love is actively oriented; it is “love” only because it is actively pursuing good for the enemy. “Do good,” Jesus commands. He doesn’t say, “think good thoughts or have good feelings,” but actually “do good to those who hate you.” Just as there were four blessings and four woes above, verses 27-28 detail another four-way command: love the enemy; do good; bless; pray for. Calling his listeners to bless and pray for the enemy is an even more difficult task. Blessing and praying are motivated from the inside, not simply outside. Cosmetic “goodness” is easier to fake than a banal blessing.
While the “abuse” Jesus refers to in verse 28 can be interpreted as physical abuse because it follows closely on the heels of the reference about those who “curse you,” most translators suggest that verbal abuse — insults, ridicule, name-calling, etc. — is intended. Verse 29 clearly focuses on an example of physical abuse that is also highly insulting. An openhanded strike on the cheek was a sign of challenge, a signal that the aggressor was ready for a real fight. To respond by offering “the other also” would be as unexpected as it would be difficult. The implication of turning the other cheek also suggests that the aggressor, the enemy, will now use his other hand to strike out. This second blow, then, is even more insulting than the first. If it is given with the left hand — the hand reserved for toilet duties — it is unclean as well as humiliating.
Taken together, verses 29-30 provide actual examples of how Jesus’ mandate to love the enemy may be expressed. Love in action means turning the other cheek. It means allowing not only your best garment, your coat, to be taken wrongfully from you, but everything else — your cheaper inner garment (“shirt”) — to be taken as well.
In these example texts, the second-person pronoun changes from being plural in verses 27-28 to singular in verses 29-30. It reverts back to plural again in verse 31. These changes suggest Luke is combining sources here in order to expand the specificity of the general principle Jesus is teaching. Luke’s text makes these difficult responses very direct and very personal: you turn your cheek; you give up your coat and shirt; you give to beggars; you don’t expect the return of your goods or recompense for their loss.
After these personal directives, Luke shifts back to the plural form as he cites here the golden rule — which is almost certainly a saying inserted from elsewhere. The universality of this “rule,” however, fits so well with the personal nature of the preceding text that apparently Luke couldn’t resist placing it here. In Matthew’s rendition of this sermon, this text appears much later (Matthew 7:12), not in the midst of these rules for personal conduct. This “rule” is designated as something from “the law and the prophets” in Matthew’s text. In other words, this is a mandate about correct behavior from God, not from human beings. By tying the “rule” into the string of insults and injustices the obedient may be forced to suffer, Luke’s text suggests that our behavior should be governed according to God’s principles — not the retaliatory, revengeful, retributory instincts of human beings.
Working against normal human responses is taken to even greater heights as Luke continues his text in verses 31-36. Here, loving the enemy is taken far beyond the mere reciprocal ethic that governs most people’s lives. Just as the aggressive, abusive behavior of “enemies” should not be allowed to shape your behavior towards them, neither should the loving, respectful behavior of your friends influence your actions. Regardless of an individual’s status — friend or foe — that person should receive the same treatment from your hands and heart. Luke gives three examples (Matthew 5:46-47 gives only two) of how offering love, goodness or even services (lending) to those who reciprocate in kind is easy, something “even sinners” can do.
Verse 35 encapsulates the higher vision that God is calling us all to embody. This mandate goes even beyond the golden rule, a “rule,” by the way, which can be found in ancient Babylonian texts and in the writings of the Greek scholars, as well as in Jewish and Christian writings. The golden rule’s phrase “as you would have them do to you” implies eventual reciprocity: be nice to the enemy long enough, and the enemy will become a friend. But verse 35 repeats Jesus’ initial order to “love your enemies” and now adds on the disappointing “expecting nothing.” There is, however, an explanation of sorts for why this loving behavior should be carried out. Jesus is urging his listeners to be like God, to be “children of the Most High.” For God’s own mysterious reasons, God is “kind to the ungrateful and the wicked.” Jesus does not try to give any rationale for this divine eccentricity. God is God, and God will do what God will do. Jesus calls his listeners to imitate God’s penchant for meting out unmerited mercies and love.
Luke follows this mandate with the “judge not” commands in verses 37-38. This order probably is older than the scattering of these texts that Matthew provides (Matthew 7:1-5; 15:14; 10:24-25). It is a natural conclusion of the message presented in verses 27-36 to have Jesus remind his followers not to judge others. Not judging is a part of that mercy God showers down upon the just and unjust. Not judging is another imitation of God. Furthermore, the parallelism Luke has been striving for in all his examples continues to be played out in verse 37. Just as Luke has provided three examples of self-centered, graceless behavior in verses 32-34, he now offers three examples of merciful behavior: do not judge; do not condemn; and do forgive.
The final image furthers the notion of God’s imprudent graciousness. The “good measure” of God’s grace we may normally expect is not what God wants to offer. In an agricultural marketplace economy, the fairness of weights and measures was a deadly serious matter. While no merchants would dare to be caught doctoring their scales, neither would they “press down” or “shake together” a measurement in order to ensure customers a maximum amount for their money.
But God does not find even these actions beneficial enough. In God’s extravagance, the “good measure” is poured out until it is “running over,” spilling over the sides of the measuring device and filling the robe-pocket or “lap” of the receiver. This is what God wants to pour out to us, Jesus declares, if we will only offer the same to others.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Luke 6:27-38
Ask if any of the children have lived in or visited another country. If anyone has, ask if they noticed anything different in that country from our own. If none of the children have visited another country, explain to them that all countries are different. Driving, for example, might be different. The food is different. The language is different. Ask for two volunteers to demonstrate how we greet people in our country. (We might shake hands or wave.) In China, Japan and other Asian countries, people often greet each other with a small bow. In Thailand, hands are folded in greeting. (Have your volunteers demonstrate each.) Explain that countries often have customs that are different than ours. Jesus, too, did things differently from what was usually done. For example, he welcomed children and shared his meals with people from all different walks of life. Does anyone know what Jesus said that was different and unusual? He said we are to love our enemies, to return hate with love and not to fight back when someone wrongs us. Jesus teaches us a way of life that is very different from what is usually expected. This is why it is not always easy to be followers of Jesus. Let’s pray. “Jesus, we know you have shown us the right way to live. Help us to remember your way the next time someone treats us unkindly. Amen.”

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
Leader: As we come to worship, let us leave at the door our self-centered thoughts.
People: And open our eyes to see our neighbor in worship.
Leader: As we come to worship, let us leave at the door our feelings of exclusiveness.
People: And open our minds to the possibilities of inclusion.
Leader: As we come to worship, let us leave outside our notion of generosity.
People: And open our hearts to the possibility of giving beyond our typical gift.
All: As we come to worship, let us open our eyes, our minds and our hearts to what can be instead of what is. For all of our gifts and for all possibilities, let us lift our voices in praise!

Prayers — General
Jesus, we claim to be your followers and we say that we are your disciples. Are we really living as you would have us live?
Give us boldness to share your truth.
Give us hearts that are willing to turn from our own desires to follow yours.
Give us courage to love our enemies.
Give us faith that triumphs doubt.
If we are truly your followers, truly your disciples, please show us what that really means and let us not be afraid to live it out. Amen.

Benedictions — General
The hour has come for you to wake up from your slumber. The night is nearly over; the day is almost here. So let us put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light. Love your neighbor as yourself, for love does no harm to its neighbor. Amen.
—Based on Romans 13:9-13

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Hope of the World 
O God of Every Nation
Help Us Accept Each Other
Worship and Praise* 
Yet Not I But Through Christ (Farren, Robinson, Thompson)
The Gift of Love (Hopson)
Lovingkindness (Redman, Boswell, Papa)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Seventh Sunday After the Epiphany, Cycle C
Genesis 45:3-11, 15
Psalm 37:1-11, 39-40
1 Corinthians 15:35-38, 42-50
Luke 6:27-38
