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It’s never become clearer that we 

need love to heal us. Divisions abound 

and fear saturates too many of our 

relationships. The most obvious 

example is our recent national election. 

Political differences are ripping us apart. 

Our nation is more polarized than it has 

been at any time. One in six Americans 

no longer talk to a close friend or family 

member because of the 2016 election. 

Millions of people organize their social 

lives and their news exposure to avoid 

people with viewpoints they disagree 

with. What’s going on?

The average Conservative and the 

average Progressive today have deep 

contempt for each other, which is a 

toxic brew of anger and disgust. And 

not just contempt for other people’s 

ideas, but also for other people. What 

does the church have to do with this? 

Well…if healing is going to come, it is 

going to come through the People of 

God—in the way of Jesus. The world 

does not have the inner resources of 

the Holy Spirit to resist the outrage 
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addiction that cable news and our social 

media feeds sell us. Human nature feasts 

on the desire to believe that we are 

completely right and that the other side 

is made up of monsters. Yet, the Church 

can pioneer another way, the way of 

love in Jesus.

This is what Jesus was talking about 

when he declared “You’ve heard people 

say love your neighbors and hate your 

enemies. But I tell you to love your 

enemies…” (Matt. 5:43) Jesus is not 

talking about wishful thinking here, he’s 

talking about world-altering love. Can 

we love people we dislike? That really is 

the question of our time, isn’t it? 

We need this tangible love. This is why 

Jesus was sent into the world, and why 

we are sent into the world on His behalf. 

I hope this short study ‘Healing Our 

Polarized Church’ helps you walk on 

the pathway where enemy-love begins 

to transform you and others. I hope it 

sparks a movement in your soul, in your 

small group, and in your church. Let the 

healing begin!
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“Why are you so afraid?” Has anyone ever asked 

you this question? Have you ever asked it of 

yourself? You were probably asked some version 

of that question quite a bit when you were a little 

one as you faced the first day of going to school 

or jumping off the swing set at peak height or 

spending the night away from home for the first 

time. We know kids are afraid. We permit them to 

have fear. But when you become a big person, it’s 

viewed as weakness, cowardice, and humiliating to 

admit you’re afraid. So we pose and pretend that 

we have no fear. I’m no longer afraid of invisible 

monsters hiding under my bed, but I’m not sure 

you or I have rid ourselves of fears that may not 

really be there. As adults, we outgrow specific 

fears, trade them in for new ones, and learn to 

mask them with a certain amount of sophistication.

Jesus grappled with this as He ministered and 

discipled people. They tried to hide behind their 

doctrines, spiritual clichés, and religious status, 

but Jesus had X-ray vision to see how afraid they 

constantly were. This is why Jesus asks of His 

disciples and the crowds, “Why are you so afraid?” 

almost forty times throughout the Gospels, 

and “Fear not” is the most frequently repeated 

“” 
Your relationship with fear is the most 

important one in your life because it’s also 

a mirror of all the relationships you have in 

your life.  
K R I S T E N  U L M E R

FACING

FEARS
OUR
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command in Scripture—365 times! When life 

is uncertain, when civilization seems unstable, 

fear is our first instinct. We huddle, we hunker 

down, we hide, we begin to hate ‘others’ in the 

world. We seek the security of locked doors, 

gated communities, suspicious thoughts about 

others, talking through detached technology, 

and impenetrable border walls. I think Jesus 

knew something about us that we don’t know 

about ourselves—we think and do a lot of stuff 

out of fear.

What blocks most from addressing the fear 

in their lives? Probably that we don’t think of 

ourselves as afraid. The word fear seems too 

blunt to us, unless we’re talking about fear of 

snakes, spiders, or heights. When fear is not 

attached to concrete external objects, it’s hard 

to identify. This is the nature of fear, to stay 

elusive, unable to be dealt with directly. I have 

never viewed myself as a fear-based person 

either, but I’ve come to understand how fear 

is determined to put on disguises. Fear wants 

to dress itself up, posing itself as “concern,” 

so it has the power to place wedges between 

us and others. We see this in the first disciples 

of Jesus. In Mark 9, Jesus sends out His little 

band of followers into the world to share 

the good news of His arrival, and then they 

discover someone unexpected. “Teacher,” said 

John, “we saw someone driving out demons in 

your name, and we told him to stop because 

he was not one of us” (Luke 9:49). They are 

triggered by someone who is not like them, 

not one of them, not part of their tribe. They 

are threatened and it turns a rogue demon-

caster-outer into someone they fear. In the 

face of something foreign, their minds, their 

bodies, and their theology expelled rather than 

explored. They saw danger where there was 

none. Thank God Jesus was there to correct 

their guttural response. “Do not stop him,” 

Jesus said.

•	 Why is it culturally unacceptable to confess your fears?

•	 Like the Disciples, foreign things cause us to expel rather than explore. Why is that?

•	 Is fear Good or Bad? What does fear communicate to us?

•	 How has fear woven into your life, your view of God, your politics, or your relationships?

STEP ONE: FACING OUR FEARS



FOLLOWING
WAYTHE

In 1 John 4:18 we encounter this potent passage: 

“There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts 

out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and 

whoever fears has not reached perfection in love.” 

The apostle John is laying out the war—Love and 

Fear are opposed to each other. They cannot 

coexist. They are like oil and water, fire and ice, 

deep-fried Oreos and Weight Watchers—they are 

opposites. Only love has the power to win the war 

against fear. 

This probably sounds too flimsy as a real plan 

of action. Maybe your response to “love” being 

the solution is, “Oh, that’s all? Just love?” Love 

seems soft. Sentimental. Sappy. Something 

you graduate from and then move onto more 

substantial things. When we look at what the 

New Testament has to say about love, it’s 

shocking how powerfully it is portrayed. At the 

end of the day, you’ve got “faith, hope, and 

love . . . but the most important thing is love” (1 

Cor. 13:13). The apostle Paul is explicit: we have 

nothing, absolutely zilch if we do not have love. 

But what does this mean to us? For the most 

part, the word “love” has collapsed into greeting 

card well-wishes, trendy justice hashtags, 

romantic comedies, and spiritual clichés that 

appear in our modern worship songs. Really, is 

love strong enough?
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This remarkable insight that “perfect love 

casts out fear” is located earlier in 1 John’s 

bold confession that God is love: “Whoever 

does not love does not know God, because 

God is love” (1 John 4:8). We cannot know 

God more without increasing our capacity for 

love. The very essence, the very being of God 

is love itself. God IS Love. We wake up some 

days and feel more ‘loving’ toward people 

and other days we wake up like a truck hit 

us and feel cranky. Love is not merely one 

of God’s many moods. God is love, always 

love. We find our definitions and contours 

of love by looking, no, staring at Jesus. If we 

do not, we will miss God, and tragically miss 

love. We need an awakening to the way of 

love, in Jesus. Our transformation as Jesus-

followers has everything to do with tuning 

the dials of our eyes and ears to the way of 

love versus the way of fear. The language is 

so bright and direct that the power of this 

contrast can easily be lost on us. Let it sink 

in for a moment. If God is love, and perfect 

love casts out fear, then fear is the opposite 

“” 
Once a person learns to read the signs 

of love and thus to believe it, love leads 

them into the open field wherein they 

themselves can love anything and 

anyone that stands before them. 

H A N S  U R S  V O N  B A L T H A S A R
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•	 How does this shift in the meaning of “perfect” change the way we love?

•	 Who are you partial in your love toward?

•	 How does fear cast God out of our lives?

•	 How might you become attuned to the war between Fear and Love?

of everything that God is. Fear will seek to 

cast out love. To put it more starkly, fear 

casts Jesus out of our lives and our churches. 

The situation is epic, but the implications 

are exceptionally personal. Our fear must be 

faced, renounced, and dismantled because it 

seeks to steal, kill, and destroy.

We are being boldly invited as those formed 

in love, by a God of love, to be perfect in our 

love. First John says that “perfect love casts 

out fear.” What does “perfect” mean? Can we 

really be perfect? The word “perfect” that we 

effortlessly use is often misunderstood. We 

tend to apply a Webster’s dictionary meaning 

to it = without error. Then Jesus’ command 

to “be perfect” is merely an impossible goal 

for human beings. The Hebrew word (tamim) 

used in this passage for the word perfect 

does not carry the same meaning of “without 

error” in an absolute sense as does the term 

“perfect” in English. Tamim means complete 

or whole. So let’s try replacing “perfect” with 

the word “whole” for a minute. Say it like 

this: “whole love casts out fear” or “be whole 

as your Father God is whole.” The whole of 

something implies that it’s not just a part of 

something, not only a portion, or a slice.  Our 

understandings and practices of love are very 

thin, not whole. 

We want to love people like us, the people 

that vote like us, the people that think like us, 

the people that believe like us. We embrace a 

partial love, not a perfect love. We must love 

the whole indiscriminately. As a follower of 

Jesus, we should not assess the compatibility 

we have with others and whether they will 

become an object of our love. God’s love 

is indiscriminate, loving the whole. This is 

perfect love. Love that is not selective, not 

choosy, not zeroed in on people we think we 

have something in common with. We pick 

and choose who will receive our kindness, our 

compassion, our warmth, our presence. We 

are to be known by love. Nothing less than the 

credibility of God’s character is at stake if we 

are stingy and picky and selective with it.

STEP TWO: FOLLOWING THE WAY



“” 
The process of categorization is as 

old as humankind...no other species 

categorizes itself so neatly. Yet it is a 

process that destroys the very empathy 

that binds diverse people together.

 J O S H U A  K R O O K

GOING

THE POLES
BEYOND

Polarization creates two sharply contrasting 

groups or sets of opinions. It is an external 

force that tells us we only have two options—

“our side” or “their side.” We readily sort 

people into “Us” and “Them” based on the 

most arbitrary criteria. Of course, it’s not 

only Christians that do this. We see ourselves 

as members of all sorts of tribes—our 

families, political parties, race, gender, social 

organizations. Tribalism is pervasive, and it 

controls a lot of our behavior.

According to anthropologist Robin Dunbar, 

humans spend about 65 percent of their 

conversations talking about the evil deeds 

of other people groups that are unlike them. 

Tragic, but evidence that we define ourselves 

over and against others. While some rare 

individuals treat strangers like family, most 

of us see our small differences as a perfect 

excuse to separate from others. 

Polarization is a power or principality. 

As the apostle Paul says, “For we do not 

wrestle against flesh and blood, but against 

principalities, against powers . . . against 

spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly 

realms” (Eph. 6:12 nkjv). In his book Engaging 

the Powers, Walter Wink states that the 

language of “Principalities and Powers” in 

the New Testament refers to social dynamics 

that disunite humans from community, from 

creation, and from their Creator. These divisive 

dynamics are “manifestations of the Enemy.” 

The Enemy, Satan, has an agenda for this 

planet, an agenda for nations, for communities, 

for the church, for families, for every man, 

woman, and child—divide and destroy. The 

enemy delights in the strategy of turning 

us against each other, making us feel that 

accusing each other is much more practical. 

Are we caught in the tsunami of polarization? 

When I was a kid, I remember that awkward 

feeling I had as my family drove past the 

Episcopal church on our way to our Baptist 

church. What goes on in there? I thought 

to myself? There was a clear dividing line 

between us, the true Christians, and them . . . 

the fake Christians. One summer evening, our 

“Us vs. Them” played out for all to see. Our 

youth group walked down to the small park to 

grill some hot dogs and released teenagers to 

do what teenagers do. This time, the Episcopal 
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youth group was stretching out 

all over our playground turf. What 

were they doing there? We didn’t 

know what to do. Could we be near 

them? Should we be nice to them? 

Could we share our hot dogs with 

them? Somewhere in our hardly 

developed adolescent minds, we 

thought that being near them 

would do damage to our youth 

group. We felt self-protective fear. 

So we chose to avoid them. We 

were already polarized against each 

other and we had never even met.

Polarization takes people that 

have something in common, 

emphasizes their differences, 

hardens their differences into 

disgust, and slowly turns disgust 

into blatant hatred for each 

other. Polarization starts early. 

As young ones, we see things 

simply. The world is divided into 

black and white, either/or. In our 

early development, we cannot 

comprehend tension, and it is 

something we try to eliminate. 

We like to live in a binary world 

where everyone is fundamentally 

“good” or “bad.” This polarized 

approach to relating with others 

can continue through adulthood, 

causing us to relate primarily in us 

vs. them categories.

When we see through a fear-

based lens, it is effortless to think 
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•	 What has been your experience in being                   

caught in the Us vs. Them?

•	 What makes you nervous in moving beyond                    

“right or wrong” into the mediating space of love?

•	 Who and what are polarized against currently?

•	 What are the possibilities if you resist and rebel        

against the polarization placed upon us?

in terms of opposites with a false choice kind of logic: If 

something is this way, it cannot be that way. But this isn’t 

how the world is. For example, most people think that the 

opposite of white is black. But there are shades of black—

from blackberries or blackbirds—that have nothing to do 

with white. The most beautiful moments are beyond the 

poles we constuct. When we see the blending of colors at 

dusk, or when the sea converges with the beach under our 

feet, or when we taste the salty and sweet mixed in that 

decadent dessert. Polarization constricts us to see, think, 

and feel along the lines of conflict, comparison, and clear 

lines. When you have a beautiful day out on the beach, you 

don’t have to contrast it to going camping. Both can be 

beautiful experiences in different ways. 

Does this mean we don’t have opinions about what is right 

or wrong? Does God believe murder is wrong? Yes. Does 

God believe lying is wrong? Yes. Does God believe slavery 

is wrong? Yes. Moving beyond the polarized lens does not 

preclude believing something is right or wrong. Yet, our 

primary lens for seeing people, and the ideas they hold, 

must move beyond fear of right or wrong, us vs. them, 

knee-jerk thinking. Henri Nouwen shared his own spiritual 

transformation: “The journey into the world, is a journey to 

find the Christ dwelling among us. God is in the world and 

we must move towards mystery, towards uncertainty into 

the interplay of two sides battling. We must become alert 

to the battle of good and evil and discover the mysterious 

mediating space.”

STEP THREE: GOING BEYOND THE POLES



“” 
Some think that it is impossible for a 

human being to love their enemies, for 

enemies are hardly able to endure the 

sight of one another. Well, then, shut 

your eyes—and your enemy looks just 

like your neighbor.

 S Ø R E N  K I E R K E G A A R D

Now when Jesus saw the crowds, he went up on a mountainside and 

sat down. His disciples came to him, and he began to teach them. . .

“You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your 

enemy.’ But I tell you, love your enemies… that you may be children of 

your Father in heaven. If you love those who love you, what reward will 

you get? …Be perfect, therefore, as your Father is perfect.”

 M A T T H E W  5 : 1 ,  4 3 - 4 8

MOVING

AFFECTION
TOWARDS

In our imaginations, we presuppose that 

within every battle there are two beings: one 

who is evil and who fights with cruelty, and 

another who is not evil and is being assaulted 

by the cruel. That most likely was the context 

for these verses. There was a common 

understanding among first-century Jewish 

folks who “the enemy” was. The “enemy” 

was the Roman occupiers who they suffered 

under, who cheated them out of their wages, 

and utterly disregarded justice. These words 

“love your enemies” proclaimed by Jesus are 

defining love not as a hypothetical situation 

but as a prescription in real conditions. To 

love, or even like, your enemy seems to be 

impossible, even if the enemy is only a next-

door neighbor making too much noise after 10 

p.m. However, this is what Jesus was calling 

for in the Sermon on the Mount; a way of love 

that changes everything.

We are being beckoned beyond avoidance 

and beyond attacking in the face of those 

things that frighten us and then polarize us. 

Jesus invites us onto the path of affection, 

affection for those we perceive as enemies. I 

have deep affection for my wife, my kids, and 

my friends. But affection for enemies? Really?
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•	 How are we being taught everyday how to hate our enemies?

•	 In what ways could you practice affection for someone you loathe?

•	 Jesus loved enemies, so should we, but why don’t we?

•	 What might be the first step in loving enemies?

Affection is a visceral, tangible, crowding 

your space type of word. Seeing affection 

connects with us deeply. To be affectionate 

one must choose vulnerability in a volatile 

world, and this is why it sticks out like 

someone wearing shorts on a winter day. 

Affection touches us on an existential level, 

on a sacred level. This is probably why we 

reserve it for people 

we really like, not 

for people we really 

loathe. When it comes 

to people we don’t 

like (you know who 

they are), the last 

thing you want to do is 

show affection. Loving 

people is hard. Loving 

unlovable people is 

particularly difficult. But loving your enemy? 

As much as I would like to assemble a list of 

caveats to excuse away enemy-love, Jesus 

doesn’t. Every time I mention enemy-love in 

the midst of polarizing times the responses 

are always “yeah but what about . . .” 

Other religions teach that people should love 

their neighbors. They even teach forgiveness 

for those who wronged them. But loving your 

enemy? Only Jesus takes our engagement 

with our enemies this far. This is how far 

the love of God extends to us—“while we 

were God’s enemies” Christ loved us. Jesus’ 

command to love our enemies matches His 

own love for enemies. 

Rather than attacking 

us with judgment or 

avoiding us through 

abandonment, God 

moves toward us with 

affection. Jesus is our 

picture of this practice. 

We experience the 

affection of God, and it 

energizes affection for 

our enemies. We are being taught every day 

how to hate our enemies rather than how to 

love them. Facing our fears, moving beyond 

polarization into the real-time action of loving 

our enemies could change us, even change the 

world. We know this because we see it in the 

Good News of Jesus life.

STEP FOUR: MOVING TOWARDS AFFECTION



I wish putting on affection for your enemies 

was as simple as putting on a new pair of 

socks fresh out of the dryer—clean, easy, 

warm. Love for those we dislike, those we 

fear, is more than niceties and well wishes. It 

is work. Only in the real journey, through the 

distance between us, can enemy-love become 

true and tangible. This is what makes the 

church unique, different, peculiar in the world. 

The healing we need in the world will not come 

through the disseminating more information. 

The human mind desires something else even 

more than facts and information. The scenario 

typically goes like this: Someone says or does 

something that we believe is outright wrong, 

highly ignorant, or clearly sinful. We respond 

with a forceful argument, some persuasive 

speech, or even verbal aggression, believing 

this will change someone’s mind. But nothing 

ever changes, does it? This is because our 

brains don’t respond well to these tactics. 

When information is presented to us that is in 

opposition to the current truths we hold, we 

don’t often change our minds, we immediately 

dig down even harder into our original stance. 

Attacking someone with facts is like fighting 

a grease fire with water; it seems like it should 

work but just makes the fire worse.

Change does not come through pummeling 

people with facts, it will come through the risk 

of interpersonal affection, only this can break 

open space. God did not send an updated 

version of the Ten Commandments 2.0. Instead, 

God came in a physical, vulnerable, wound-

able body. The truth of Christ is not a mere 

proposition; it is a “personed” event. Jesus feels 

the human experience.  

The author of Hebrews presents Jesus as the 

high priest who “understands our weaknesses 

for he has experienced them” (Heb. 4:14). In 

this text, understanding and experience are 

directly linked to the way God relates with us. 

God’s posture is empathetic. Empathy—the 

ability to share someone else’s feelings—is 

perhaps the most crucial trait humans can 

demonstrate. It distinguishes us from the 

animal kingdom. It allows us to love, learn, 

communicate, and cooperate in life-giving 

“” 
The search for truth is not an effort to 

apprehend facts but rather the faithful 

work to truly see people.

 E S T H E R  M E E K S

BREAKING

SPACE
OPEN
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•	 How do we feel about “facts don’t often change people’s minds”?                                    

Do you agree with this statement?

•	 Jesus is empathetic. How can this change the way we encounter                                 

people we’re polarized against?

•	 What does it mean to break open space between you and a perceived enemy?

•	 How does our own over-defended ego sabotage connecting with people?

ways. Jesus has firsthand experience of our 

life, using all the senses of taste, sight, touch, 

smell, and sound. The verse immediately 

following illustrates the result of God’s 

empathy: “Let us then with confidence draw 

near to the throne of grace” (Heb. 4:16). 

Humans, you and I, can now draw closer to 

the divine. That is to say, the result of Christ’s 

empathy is feeling secure and safe coming 

nearer to God. Empathy is a link; it creates a 

connection between people that did not exist 

prior. In a polarized world where are wound-

tight with angst, anger, and antagonism there 

is no space to talk, not space to be seen, no 

space to connect. We are already shut down 

to each other. Without this empathetic work, 

we would not want to come nearer to God. 

Every Old Testament prophet is frightened by 

God’s presence, but when Jesus arrives with 

human skin, the full revelation of God, sinners, 

outcast, gluttons, drunkards, even the rich long 

to get close. New space is created to connect.

We break open space to connect through 

act of empathy. This is what Jesus did and is 

inviting us into. Perhaps it is not difference, 

but distance that breeds hostility and hate. I 

am reminded of Abraham Lincoln's quote, “I 

don't like that man. I must get to know him 

better.” To move beyond our fears, beyond 

our polarization, we cannot just press “our 

side” with the power of our arguments, our 

proofs that we’re in the right, on the side of 

righteousness, or on the side of justice. You’ve 

felt it, I’ve felt it—we are getting nowhere. 

There is no air to breathe; even a compliment 

would be interpreted as a jab. This is what 

happens when anger and misunderstanding fill 

in the cracks between us. I know what it’s like 

to be consumed and controlled by this. I know 

what it’s like to dig my heels in and stroke my 

inner ego with words like “I’m the one in the 

right.” I hold a little vigil in my mind, waiting 

for the other person to validate every feeling 

I’ve ever had about them as irrefutable truth.

STEP FIVE: BREAKING OPEN SPACE



“” 
The stranger at the door is the living 

symbol…that we are all strangers here... 

we were pilgrims and wanderers, aliens 

and strangers, even enemies of God, but 

we, too, were welcomed to His table.

 T H O M A S  G .  L O N G

MAKING

FRENEMIES
MEALS FOR

Who doesn’t like to eat? I do, and I think Jesus 

did as well. After all, He was called a “glutton 

and a drunkard.” Meals feature so prominently 

that scholars have commented: “Jesus ate his 

way through the Gospels.” But good eats where 

more than a means to fuel up. When we look a 

little closer at what is transpiring at the meals 

Jesus eats, we witness a radically different way 

He dwells with people. Food in the ministry of 

Jesus was one of his primary disruptive acts.

Many of the political and religious movements 

of Jesus’ day would not eat with each other 

because they differed so much. In the ancient 

world, eating with someone was loaded with 

meaning, holding powerful connotations of 

community. In Greek culture, an economic class 

system was adhered to. It was legally forbidden 

to mingle with those outside your economic 

class. Beyond the familial household, one might 

eat with the other members of one’s district, 

class, or social origins.6 Freeborn Romans, for 

example, did not dine with former slaves. The 

heads of the aristocracy invited other aristocrats 

to banquet with each other. Social rules of 

dining mirrored the sectarian structures of 

Greco-Roman life. Table fellowship with “Them” 

was culturally taboo. On top of that, Jews 

refused to eat with Gentiles and Gentiles refused 

to eat with Jews—it would be an unacceptable 

sign of assimilation into each other’s way of life. 

In Jesus’ day: the meal table is where people 

separated into their Us vs. Them tribes. It was 

also a site of intense scrutiny, as people were 

closely examining Jesus for what His table 

fellowship revealed about him.

Jesus’ meal habits were a symbolic and 

practical means by which He was reframing 

how to live with others, those we are 

polarized against. Jesus was doing something 

supernatural at this meager piece of furniture—

violating the fences between who could talk 

with whom. Around Jesus’ table were people 

who would normally never sit near each other, 

let alone share a meal.
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Jesus dwelt at numerous Pharisees’ tables 

(Luke 7:36, 11:37, 14:1). He also dared to dine 

with Levi, a man who admits he cheated the 

poor to gain his wealth. (Matt. 9:10–11). Jesus 

disrupted the gender dining etiquette as well. 

He supports Mary for choosing dine with Him 

rather than confining herself to kitchen details 

(Luke 10:38–42).

Jesus sat at a table not as the handsome,  

well-groomed centerpiece of a Rembrandt 

painting, but as an accessible, warm-hearted, 

spiritual troublemaker, willing to share a 

potluck with a household of strangers. Jesus 

didn’t merely eat with objectionable people—

outcasts and sinners—He ate with anyone, 

indiscriminately! The table companionship 

practiced by Jesus was redrawing all of 

society’s tribal maps. Jesus was disrupting the 

poles in His day at the table.

Recently I had decided to reach out to a 

“frenemy” in our neighborhood who had 

picked up some offenses towards me, 

discovering them through the detached 

medium of Facebook. Now it should be said 

that to physically be with our enemies is 

not always appropriate. If you have been 

physically abused or put in danger by 

someone, it is wise to establish a boundary 

until they repent. These types of choices are 

best discerned with trusted community. I was 

not in danger when I pursued my neighbor, 

certainly in a lot of stress, but not danger. Too 

often we see people not as a person but as a 

thing. Not a potential friend but as an issue, 

especially if there is existing antagonism. 

As they arrived, the meal was not ready, so I 

asked if they wanted to help. Suddenly we are 

bumping into each other, cooking together, 

and sharing in the mess of flour, pasta, and 

onion peels. I sought to expand the “Us,” 

slowing down our urge to establish who is 

right and who is wrong. We must learn to be 

with our enemies, rather than being over them. 

As we sat down to eat together, things began 

to feel tenser. So, I asked them a question of 

compassionate curiosity: “How have I hurt 

you?” This question ushered in the possibility 

of healing. Did I aggree with everything 

he said… no. But there is something more 

important to me than proving I was right in 

my actions. We repaired the breach between 

us, discovering how much more we had in 

common than we had in conflict. Being at   

the Table, built a bridge between us. 

STEP SIX: MAKING MEALS FOR FRENEMIES

•	 What part of Jesus coming “eating  

and drinking” is significant for you?

•	 How does the Table build a bridge 

between us?

•	 What social forces resist cultivating  

a Table in your life?

•	 Why is it more important to seek  

repair than seeking to be right?



Once you make your mind up that you will 

not live in fear of your enemies, you begin to 

realize our culture has trained our muscles 

in the boxing gym of defense, debate, 

and destroy. We are conditioned to dig 

in our heels and throw a good verbal 

punch. If someone insults us, we 

insult back; if someone is snarky, 

we snark back; if they hate us, 

we hate back. We need to grow 

new muscles for enemy-love.

Jesus, all-knowing God, 

Creator of the cosmos, 

who’s numbered every 

hair on our heads—asks 

questions, lots of them. 

More questions proceed 

from Jesus mouth than answers. 

Jesus asks 307 questions to be exact.1 Asking 

questions was central to Jesus work of 

befriending. It is a kind of listening which is not 

defensive, not critical, not suspicious. It is the 

opposite of the kind of listening that a jury does 

when listening to a witness on the stand, or the 

kind of listening a spouse does to catch their 

partner in an error. It should unsettle us that a 

God who knows everything uses questions as 

His main mode of being with others.

Whether in a public gathering, in the 

presence of His enemies, or a private 

conversation with His closest friends, 

Jesus consistently used questions to 

open new possibilities. Jesus was 

not just looking for the swapping 

of information; He was seeking 

connection. In Luke 9:18 we get 

a classic example of Jesus using 

a question to unearth something 

deeper, “Who do the crowds say 

that I am?” Why did Jesus ask this? 

My hunch is that Jesus was genuinely 

curious—He desired to discover those 

around Him and help them discover what 

was deep within them. Peter responds to that 

initial question with one of the most profound 

statements in the entire Bible: “You are the 

Christ, the Son of the living God!” Curiosity 

helps coax the heart out of hiding. The heart 

likes to stay cloaked, the realities we accept 

like to linger in the shadows. We can easily be 

fooled by the physical or political presentations 

of another. Jesus moves past appearances. 

“” 
Listening is much more than allowing 

another to talk while waiting for a 

chance to respond. Listening is paying 

full attention to others and welcoming 

them into our very beings.

 H E N R I  N O E W E N

CHOOSING
CURIOSITY
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•	 What does enemy-love have to do with curiosity?

•	 What best practices do you see in people who are genuinely curious?

•	 What prevents curiosity in you towards someone you dislike?

•	 How can curiosity heal the divides between us?

Jesus is more interested in ushering the soul 

into the daylight.

Our society doesn’t like questions because 

we are into control—questions are not safe. 

Watch cable news for a few minutes, and you 

see pundits shouting down each other, talking 

over one another, arguing point for point. Our 

polarized culture has heat-seeking missiles for 

gaining control in a conversation. It is seen as 

a sign of strength.

Jesus seems to lack an agenda of gaining 

control in every conversation He finds Himself 

in. He’s genuinely okay asking “Who do people 

say I am?” and waiting for the answer. Ask a 

question, and you have no idea what kind of 

answer you might get. Jesus doesn’t need to 

prove He is right to be right. Curiosity gives 

away power to another. It is an acknowledgment 

that we don’t know everything. This assumes 

humility, that we don’t already know the 

motivations that lurk behind other beliefs, 

statements, or positions within the heart.

Curiosity pushes us to more, answers tell 

us we’re done. Think about it . . . once you 

have the answer, you’re finished. Answers 

are satisfying and provide us psychological 

satisfaction. If you’re someone that tends 

to have a lot of answers, you may see the 

work of curiosity as excruciating and a waste 

of time. Curiosity is the art of learning that 

places us at the feet of another for a moment, 

seeking a more in-depth story past perceived 

stereotypes. You probably talk too much—

we all do. Talking isn’t the big problem, it’s 

what science has exposed as our favorite 

subject—ourselves. People spend 70% of 

their conversations talking about themselves, 

84% when chatting on social media. Why? 

Researchers found, that talking about 

ourselves gives us a neurological buzz. We 

become absorbed with “I did this . . . I did that 

. . . I like this . . . I’ve been there” and offering 

bits of information to see if anyone will find 

them fascinating. It takes mindfulness to 

shake off the anxious need to be recognized. 

Believing Jesus already sees you, loves you, 

and affirms you frees you up to see others—to 

be interested in them. I’ve learned that being 

interested is much more enjoyable than my 

own attempts to appear interesting. 

STEP SEVEN: CHOOSING CURIOSITY
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