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[Jesus said,] “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as 

I have loved you, you also should love one another.  By this everyone will know 

that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”1 

 

 

“Love one another,” said Jesus. It sounds so simple, and yet, all too often it feels as if we are so 

far from what this might mean for us in the Church and in our world today. Are we not? Each 

and every day it feels as if we are more and more divided from one another. We are polarized to 

the extremes on a variety of issues from immigration to healthcare reform; from homeland 

security walls to war and peace; from tax reform to government assistance to increased national 

deficits; from primary education to government grants for college education; from worker’s 

rights to rights of LGBTQ+ individuals and their full inclusion in the Church and in the world; 

from abortion to battles over Supreme Court nominees to the rights of women and even to the 

struggle to determine whether there could ever really be equal justice for all. 

 

This week, as if we couldn’t get any more polarized as a nation, we are now tuned in to the 

United States Senate as senators convene to try a sitting President for only the third time in our 

history. Their rules prohibit them from talking while they are in session for these proceedings.  

Yet the minute they let out, the spin and opinions seem to flourish. I’m not sure that many of us 

will see impartial justice, knowing how great the gap is between us as a people at the present 

moment. 

 

Division, polarization, and partisan separation, all while we have seen children separated from 

their parents at the border; seniors and those in poverty forced to decide whether to eat or buy 

medications that keep them alive; our economy seems to thrive while others struggle for daily 

bread; we find ourselves fearful of war breaking out; and when we think differently than one 

another we are quick to move into a position of name calling and dehumanizing each other. 

 

David Fitch, in his book The Church of Us vs. Them, describes it this way: 
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We’re living in angry times. Wherever we go, whether church, school, city hall, 

or Washington, DC; whatever we watch, whether cable television, Facebook, or 

the local theater; and however we do things, whether by email or Twitter or 

telephone, in person or in a meeting—in it all, our culture is rife with conflict.  

Politics is full of strife, antagonisms, and vitriol. Everybody, it seems, is caught 

up with warding off yet another enemy. And so, many of us are just keeping our 

heads down, hoping to get through another day, causing as little trouble as we 

can.  Something has gone terribly wrong in our country, and we don’t know what 

to do about it. 

 

Meanwhile the church appears little different. Christians appear to be caught up in 

the same antagonism and disgust for one another that is evident elsewhere. We 

ourselves have become known for our own enemy making. We fight among 

ourselves on the various media while the world looks on. What has happened? 

 

…Our witness, as a people, to the life death and resurrection of Jesus Christ has 

become tainted with the ugliness of enemy making.2 

 

What has happened to us, friends, when we serve the One who gave us the new commandment to 

“Love one another”? Say “Amen” if you can relate with what Fitch is saying here! There aren’t 

too many weeks that go by that someone doesn’t come into my office—both Republicans as well 

as Democrats, both traditionalists as well as progressives, both conservatives as well as 

liberals—and say to me, “I didn’t think that it would get any worse, pastor.” 

 

No matter the spin we may have on the issues, we know that something just isn’t right with the 

ways that we treat one another, not only in our nation, but also in the Church—arguments over 

doctrine, theology and even the definition of “love.” Just a few years ago, General Conference 

could not pass a resolution saying “God loves everyone.”  

 

Have you felt that need to unfriend a family member on social media just because you couldn’t 

read what he or she was putting out there anymore? Look, I get it. I have family members whose 

Facebook feeds I cannot even watch because it’s almost as bad for me as turning on the news 

while I’m driving in the car. How did we get here? Where did we learn to make enemies out of 

one another? 

 

Fitch suggests that part of our struggle is that the moment we are faced with decisions and 

choices, we tend take up a position. While it might be one thing to defend our position, we also 

begin to define ourselves by the positions we take.3 In other words, we internalize our positions 

in such a way that we receive challenges to our positions as an attack on us personally. It puts us 

on the lookout. So when we put forth our own belief, we look at any other view as less than who 

we, ourselves, are. We invest our whole being into a position that defines who we are not only 

against other positions, but against anyone who thinks differently. In doing so, we participate in 

what Fitch considers an “enemy making machine.” We simply seem geared towards making 

enemies out of anyone or any view that doesn’t resonate with our own. 
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Today, the body of Christ, the Church, which overall has grown by dividing ourselves 

throughout history into denominations over differences from one another’s doctrines (defining 

ourselves against one another), finds itself struggling simply to survive.4 The dynamic has 

changed for us as we continue to struggle with growth. Decline has us running for answers in 

fear of what might happen to us. Who’s to blame? How do we turn it around? Even at 

Birmingham First, we have noticed our own decline over the past ten years, and it terrifies us. 

 

As a result of continued downward decline, Fitch suggests that the Church universal and local 

churches have responded in two main ways. Some have raised the banners of our doctrines and 

beliefs against all others to the contrary (including those of other denominations) in such a way 

that we find ourselves becoming more defensive, or antagonistic, with the world around us.  

Others, however, have tried to adapt in order to survive in such a way that we have become 

accommodating to the culture in an attempt to relate.5 Both perspectives only seem to entrench 

the Church further in our divides as we continue to live out of a survival mentality that is 

unpalatable to a culture that wants something deeper than unquestioning agreement or mere 

accommodation. While we fight and stake our battles in these two extremes, our witness is lost to 

the world around us. We have nothing of value; nothing that is life-giving to offer to a world that 

feels the sting of hopelessness and the death of dreams that we once held out for one another. 

 

Is there any faithful way to move beyond this enemy making that is getting us nowhere? After 

all, didn’t Jesus say, “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you”?6 

 

The Rev. James Martin, a Jesuit author, in an article entitled “How to Love Your Enemies” in 

The Huffington Post on March 30, 2011, tells the story of a priest who was preaching to his 

congregation about these very verses. 

 

“Now,” …“I’ll bet that many of us feel as if we have enemies in our lives,” [the 

priest said to] the congregation. “So raise your hands,” he says, “if you have many 

enemies.” And quite a few people raise their hands. “Now raise your hands if you 

have only a few enemies.” And about half as many people raise their hands. “Now 

raise your hands if you have only one or two enemies.” And even fewer people 

raised their hands. “See,” says the priest, “most of us feel like we have enemies.” 

 

“Now raise your hands if you have no enemies at all.” And the priest looks 

around, and looks around, and finally, way in the back, a very, very old man 

raises his hand. He stands up and says, “I have no enemies whatsoever!” 

Delighted, the priest invites the man to the front of the church. “What a blessing!” 

the priest says. “How old are you?  

 

“I’m 98 years old, and I have no enemies.” The priest says, “What a wonderful 

Christian life you lead! And tell us all how it is that you have no enemies.” 

 

“All the [jerks] have died!”7 

 

I want to throw in the disclaimer that he used a stronger term than “jerks,” but Jesuits can get 

away with swearing in a written article for The Huffington Post that would earn a United 
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Methodist pastor a letter to the Bishop. So if you can just outlive the jerks in your life, you might 

finally get to enjoy life without enemies. How long, O Lord, must we wait? Right? 

 

Fitch, however, invites us to consider an invitation to what he calls “the space beyond enemies.”  

Our positions, which we carry as banners, have left us “antagonistic” with one another and the 

world around us as we carry banners on our understandings of the Bible, conversion 

(discipleship), and the role of social justice.8 With our positions staked out, we are ready to take 

up the fight. 

 

Seeking to live faithfully rather than antagonistically with one another moves us to make space 

beyond enemies. Part of our problem with “loving one another” is that we keep wanting to put 

our parameters on what that means for all others and then “making enemies” when someone 

else’s positions look different than our own. It’s almost like a vicious cycle in which we continue 

to engage one another. We are too quick to draw up the distinctives which label who is “in” or 

“out” and suddenly we find ourselves at it again.9 We don’t engage in the conversations or the 

relationships that are at the heart of who we are called to be. 

 

Fitch reminds us, however, that there is no space for enemy-making in the body of Christ. For 

Christ in present within us by the power of the Holy Spirit. Wherever space is made for Christ’s 

presence, “there can be no enslavement to the machine of strife, jealousy, or enemy making.  

Instead, there is openness to what [Christ] is doing. For ‘the glory of the Lord’ is revealed here in 

this space of his presence.”10 There is openness to Christ’s presence.  

 

To love our enemies, we must find the space to sit with those whom we have made, labeled, or 

perceived as enemies because of the banners we carry. Looking at them, Fitch says, “we learn 

more about ourselves than about who we fight against.” When we sit with them, “we open up 

space for Christ’s presence.”  Jesus “challenges his disciples,” says Fitch, “to be with people.”11 

 

If we are to move into the space beyond enemies, if we are to stop the enemy-making machine in 

which we have participated, we must move ourselves to the place where we are willing to sit 

with one another yet again. Just this past week, Sharon Ulep came in to see me and was 

reminding me that one of the greatest qualities that we have as a church is our ability to share life 

together; to live together even though we vote differently or feel differently about a variety of 

theological issues. We still care about one another here in this place, and it is that care for one 

another that is more important than dividing ourselves up. It’s that care for one another that holds 

us when we see things differently. 

 

If we want to move into the space beyond enemies, we must move to a love that is exhibited by 

Jesus who was willing to sit at a table with one who would betray him, one who would deny him, 

and every last one who would fall away in the hour of his greatest need. Jesus sat with each of 

them, and broke bread, and shared life in the midst of different understandings of who he was 

being called to be, that they might know the life that is really life. 

 

“By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another,” said 

Jesus. To love one another, we must make room again for the place that goes beyond making 
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enemies as we sit with one another yet again to discover the presence of the One who is with us, 

even still. 

 

This week, who is the one that you need to make space for, to sit with, that we might discover 

anew the Christ who is present among us? 
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