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 Anne Lamott writes: “You can safely assume you’ve 

created God in your own image when it turns out that 

God hates all the same people you do”. GK Chesterton 

comments: “The Bible tells us to love our neighbors, and 

also to love our enemies; probably because generally they 

are the same people”.   

 

 These pithy insights point to a deeply serious 

commandment for Christians. Love your enemies. How do 

we begin to approach this? Jesus gives some helpful 

insights as we examine his teaching. But to start with, I 

find I have a question. Through the parable of the Good 

Samaritan, Jesus poses the question to us: Who is my 

neighbor? I find my question today is: Who is my enemy? I 

think we must distinguish at the outset between “hatred” 

of “enemies” and everyday frustration and short temper 

with those with whom we live or work closely. The quick 

anger and “hot blooded” sin of temper is often the result 

of our human struggle with difference even with those we 

love the most. Hatred of “enemies” is a much colder, 

steadier emotion. I am not personally aware of hating 



anyone at this moment. I don’t like to think of anyone as 

an “enemy” or even use that word in conflicts. Yet we 

must admit that suspicion and hate speech are 

everywhere. Sometimes folks would rather stay in hatred, 

with its dark comfort and stony but familiar embrace. 

You know where you are with a fixed, multi-generational 

hatred. It can be a reassuring reference point and creates 

cheap, thin alliances built on shared hatred of the same 

ideas and people. Whole societies can be built on shared 

hatreds. As long as some irritating person or group 

doesn’t come along wanting to try something different. 

Refusing hatred can be a dangerous activity. We know 

what happened to Jesus.    

 

 There may be those who think of us as an enemy. 

One of the most distressing things in life is discovering 

that we – or a family member, or our church, or our faith, 

or our gender or race or sexual orientation - are seen as a 

threat. There is hatred by group. People of color, LGBT 

people, immigrants, Jewish and Muslim people. When 

women were refused ordination in England, I recall 



women were sometimes told: “It’s not personal”. Well, if 

you are in a “Not you” group it feels personal. Of course 

it’s personal because it involves a person! If you are an 

LGBT person denied civil rights, denied equality, or a 

black person redlined out of housing districts or denied 

favorable loan rates, or deprived of access to a voting 

station, “it’s not personal” is a colder, clinical form of 

“your version of being human doesn’t meet our preferred 

criteria”. We don’t hate you …we just won’t let you in. 

You are not one of us.  Love your enemies…? What to do 

with deep, justifiable resentments around bias, exclusion 

and closed doors?  

 

 How do we love our enemies? In today’s gospel, 

Jesus sets out some steps which are sequential and 

practical: do good to those who hate you, bless those who 

persecute you, pray for those who abuse you. Actions; 

attitudes; prayers. Jesus starts with specific material 

actions: do good things. Then Jesus moves onto attitudes 

of the heart and mind. Bless and do not curse. Say kind 

things. Don’t settle for not bad-mouthing someone even 



if we know they are going around bad-mouthing us! 

Instead, find the good in them and speak it. Personally I 

believe that every single person has some good in them. 

Our task is to recognize it. Then Jesus moves on to 

partnering with the Holy Spirit. Don’t settle for 

acknowledging our enemy is not Satan; pray for them.  

Actions, attitudes, prayer. Do good things, say good 

things, pray for good things. Jesus then doubles back to 

give more specific material examples of coats and shirts 

and money because we live in a material world and we are 

all inordinately attached to our stuff, even beyond 

necessity. The gospel summary comes at the end: do not 

judge; do not condemn; forgive. Actions, attitudes, 

prayers. This is easier said than done, yet Jesus offers a 

path to loving our enemies that gradually transforms our 

hearts, leading to compassion and forgiveness.  

 

 One thing that I have found important in loving 

“enemies” is to pray and act against my own fear. People 

who want me to do or say things that I do not wish to do 

or say make me afraid. A lot of hatred is rooted in fear. 



That’s how mistrust grows. We retreat to our own corners 

to lick our wounds and perchance to plot. It is tempting 

to avoid those who we suspect regard us as an enemy. I 

also know that we are allowed to be ourselves in this 

world. Loving our enemies doesn’t mean we have to 

become what others need or want us to be. As long as we 

are not harming ourselves or others, we are allowed to be 

who we are, as others are allowed to be who they are. We 

cannot change the behavior of others but we can decide 

that we are not going to be afraid of their hatred. We can 

decide that we are not going to act hatefully, or let that 

poison into our head or our heart. 

 

 Loving our enemies has something to do with 

courage. Courage not to be afraid of the power of hatred, 

not to let it have the last word in any relationship insofar 

as it is up to us. We need to pray for ourselves as much as 

our enemies. When we think about it, being on the 

receiving end of deep hatred counterintuitively implies 

that we have a lot of power over that person. Somehow 

we have gotten into their head so much that they spend 



much emotional energy hating us. Perhaps we can feel 

some compassion for how bound up that person is in 

hating us or whatever it is we represent to them. They 

may not know us very well but they may think about us 

more than we do about them. We can pray for deeper 

understanding of their suffering. What keeps them 

bound in hatred? More importantly, how can we stay 

open to reconciliation, to coming back across the bridge, 

if there is an opening?  

 

 Jesus suggests that even when there is nothing we 

can do to change a situation at that moment, choosing 

love is transformative, in a way that hate can never be. We 

are transformed by choosing love, just as much as the 

other person.  

 

 Finally, today’s Collect is stark: O Lord, you have 

taught us that without love, whatever we do is worth nothing. 

Really? Not even a little bit? Don’t our good works count 

for anything in themselves? Must we love too? Jesus says 

Yes, we must. We can start with works and words but the 
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transforming of the heart is impossible in our own 

human strength, and so immediately we pray: Send your 

Holy Spirit and pour into our hearts your greatest gift, which is 

love.  To love like Jesus is a gift from Jesus. So let us pray 

always for those who consider us enemies. Let us pray 

that we will always be given the courage to withstand 

hatred – wherever it comes from - and not be diminished 

or cowed by it. Let us pray that the Spirit will give us 

courage to keep choosing love until the day when there is 

only love and Christ is all in all.  

 

AMEN 

 


