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A few weeks ago I did something which threw both of my daughters into stunned shock.  “No!” they said.  “You didn’t really do that.  Mom, you’re joking, aren’t you?”  Now, had I told them that I’d gotten involved in yet another social justice wrangle and tangle, they’d have just shrugged, “Oh, well, there goes Mom again.”  But this really shocked them.  They never thought I’d do it.  I never thought I’d do it.  But a few weeks ago I mustered up as much courage as I could muster up, and I joined a fitness center.  See, I’ve never been athletic.  In elementary school, I was always the last one chosen for anybody’s team.  And the very sight of all that fitness center equipment, which I’ve always said could only have been designed by the devil, well, just the thought of getting on one of those machines was far scarier to me than getting involved in any social justice battle.


But I signed the contract, telling me everything I need to know about the business arrangement.  And my daughters are coming down from Austin to take me shopping, so I’ll know all about the proper attire to wear.  And my personal trainer is teaching me what I need to know about using the equipment, including when to breathe, should I discover any breath left.  And, should I survive, I guess I’ll know everything I need to know about working out.


Would that Christianity were like that.  If only it were true, that, with a little help, we could know everything we need to know about life as a Christian, so that even in the stickiest and most ambiguous situations, we’d know what to say, what to do, how to respond in ways authentically Christian.  But, even when we dig down deep into the Bible, with biblical scholars as personal trainers, all we find are bits and pieces of what we need to know, bits and pieces of the “Life As A Christian” picture.  And those fragments of the picture are very, very old, sepia-colored by the shadows and mysteries of an ancient culture, whose nuances don’t always translate easily into our own modern day lives.


Nonetheless, the fragments do provide clues, glimpses of how Christian living should look.  Thing is, today’s fragment of the picture, this morning’s Bible passage, provides a glimpse of something which is so difficult for us to do.  If we are to be true to our calling to walk that sacred path styled in the style of Jesus of Nazareth, then we must love our enemies.


Enemy:  it’s a powerfully dark word, the word “enemy,” a word inextricably linked to the darkness of malignant hatred and potentially lethal hostility and violence.  According to the dictionary, the English word “enemy” is rooted in the Latin word “inimicus,” which simply means “not friend,” and that doesn’t sound so very daunting.

Surely, all of us have in our lives some “not friends,” some people who aren’t on the same wave length as we, some people we don’t much like or enjoy or want to be around, and, truth be told, they don’t much like us either.  But enemy, that isn’t just any old “not friend.”  Enemy is dangerous.  Enemy is someone who hates you and who will act out that hatred.
Enemy:  it’s a word these days most frequently associated with war and blood shed, each side seeing the other side as enemy, each side behaving toward the other side as enemy.  Yet not just soldiers, but also plenty of other people, including some people in this room, know the terror of having an enemy, someone who hates them because of their nationality or their religious beliefs or their skin color or their sexual orientation, someone who may indeed act out in that hatred.
True, fear is usually the root of hatred, but it’s an especially tenacious form of fear, not easily contained or controlled, leaving the behavior of the hater unbridled, to come out in malicious blasts.  Enemy isn’t just any old “not friend;” enemy is dangerous.  It seems to many of us, though, that we ought not label anybody “enemy,” because as soon as we do, our own fear instinctively rises up, and two things can happen, neither of which is good.

Our own fear can mutate, to become fear-based hatred in us, impelling us to hate back, to fight, perhaps to kill.  Or our fear may cause us to flee from the danger, to create an unbridgeable gulf between us and the enemy.  But, either way, whether it drives us to kill the enemy or to distance ourselves from the enemy, just using that word “enemy” instills a fear which can create powerful barriers to any hope of peace and reconciliation with that person.

Enemy:  it’s a word that doesn’t seem to belong on the lips of Christians, doesn’t fit within the compassionate, forgiving, peace-seeking, grace-filled language of Christianity.  Yet, here it is on the very lips of Jesus, the word “enemy.”  Clearly, Jesus assumed that within our living, there would be enemies.

But this notion of having enemies, it just doesn’t compute for some people.  This fragment of the picture, which assumes the reality of enemies:  some people just don’t see themselves in this part of the picture.  They’ve worked hard not to have enemies.  They’ve gone way out of the way, contorting themselves into pretzels of niceness to make sure that others will like them, accept them, respect them.  Oh, they may acknowledge the existence of a far away nation considered enemy of their nation, but they don’t see enemies nearby, close, in their own every day personal lives.

So, this necessity to love one’s enemies doesn’t compute, never really gets under their skin, just slides off like water off a duck’s back.  They just don’t get it.  The necessity to love people who are difficult to love, they do get that, because there are people in their lives who are hard to love – at work, on the road, in shopping malls, sometimes members of their own families.  But loving enemies – that necessity doesn’t seem to apply to them, because they don’t see themselves as having enemies.

Marie and her neighbor Anna, a fellow church member, are out walking together, as they do most every morning.  “I just don’t get it, what we were talking about in Sunday School yesterday,” Marie says.  “What don’t you get?” Anna asks.  “That thing about loving your enemies,” Marie replies.  “I don’t have any enemies.  There may be some people who don’t like me, but nobody hates me.  I don’t have any enemies.”  Anna doesn’t reply instantly, and the two walk on in silence, thinking.  But then, Anna asks Marie a question:  “Do you think that there’s a person anywhere in the world who does have an enemy?”  “Of course,” Marie says.  “Then,” says Anna, “you have an enemy, too.”

See, it’s what we noted about life as a Christian a few Sundays ago.  It’s the communal nature of the sacred path styled in the style of Jesus.  It’s this vision of kingdom, making us one along a shared path.
It’s this intensely relational way of walking that path, intensely connected, intensely joined to others in the world as family, such that another human being’s pain is your pain, such that when any child of God is a victim of hatred, you suffer that hatred, too, such that any brother’s or sister’s enemy is your enemy, too.  Yes, we may wish the world were different, with nobody hating anybody else, no person nor any societal system to be called “enemy.”  We may long for the day when the word “enemy” is deleted from every dictionary, when the kingdom and its vision are fully realized.  But meanwhile, life as a Christian means having enemies, maybe people who hate you personally, but also, people who hate other children of God.
What we must not produce, though, according to Jesus, is enmity, that is, mutual hatred, hating someone back, hating the one who hates you or someone else.  Instead, when we see enemy, we are to see far more than that person’s dangerous attitudes and behaviors.  We are to push aside and push through our own fear, to see the face of a human being, who has hopes, dreams, aches, pains, tears, laughter.  We are to see enemy, yet push aside and push through our own fear, to see a child of God to love, a “not friend” to befriend.  And there just isn’t much of anything that’s harder to do than that.  The only way to do it, I think, is by leaning onto the power of prayer and into the help of those who are walking the sacred path with you.

It’s hard to love your enemies, but there’s something else which seems just about as hard for many of us.  It can be very, very hard to love ourselves.  We’ll be talking about that next Sunday.
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