Forgiving Enemies

Matthew 5:43-48, 7:1-5


The story is told of a preacher who was giving a sermon on the topic of forgiveness. After preaching for a good long time, he asked his congregation how many were ready to forgive their enemies. 


About half of them held up their hands. Not satisfied, the preacher went on for another twenty minutes trying to convince the other half. This time he got a response of about 80%. He went on for another 15 minutes and asked the question again. He was wearing them down, and most were thinking about their growling stomachs or the football game that was going to be coming on TV.  Everybody raised their hands to indicate that yes they were willing to forgive their enemies.  Except for one little old lady sitting in the last pew. 


“Mrs. Jones,” said the minister, “are you not willing to forgive your enemies?”


“I don’t have any,” she replied. 


“Well, that is very unusual,” said the pastor. “How old are you?”


“Ninety-three,” she said.


“Mrs. Jones, will you please come forward and tell the whole congregation how a person can live to be NINETY-THREE and not have an enemy in the world?”


The sweet little old lady teetered down the aisle, turned around and said, “It’s easy. I just outlived all those nasty people.” (CCD, 2/10/10)


Well, that’s one way to do it. But for most of us, enemies abound. Whether it’s the neighbor who dumps his trash on your front lawn, the driver who cuts you off on the Parkway, the family member who abuses you, the Republicans or the Democrats, or the terrorists, there are many people that could be identified as enemies.  There are even enemies within; certain parts of our personalities or feelings or behaviors that we find unacceptable or antagonistic. 

The result is what I would call an atmosphere of enmity. Hostile, antagonistic, toxic. And it’s pervasive in our culture. 


Sally Quinn wrote a social column for the Washington Post, until it was cancelled recently. Her fellow journalist, David Carr, says this about why the Post pulled the plug: “The Washington that Ms. Quinn covers, one governed by convivial elites who battle by day and clink glasses at night, no longer exists. In the old paradigm, people with different points of view would assemble in various salons of Georgetown and set aside their differences over on Old Fashioned before [dinner] was even served.


“Now the butcher knife has been replaced by a machete. People with opposing political points of view are less likely to eat with the loyal opposition at night than to try to dine on them in a quick hit on MSNBC or Fox News…..” (NY Times, 3-1-10,B1)

The atmosphere of enmity is pervasive, not only in Washington, but also on our highways and in our homes, and sometimes even in our churches.  


The question, of course, is how do we as Christians respond? To the atmosphere in general, and to the specific assaults that come our way. 

The answer is forgiveness, but we mustn’t go there too quickly, or we will end up as doormats instead of really forgiving. 


The place to start is that big circle of God’s love that I talked to you about last week. God loves you, no matter what you have done, and no matter what’s been done to you. Everything we do, everything we say, everything we experience, is inside that circle. 


So, if you have an enemy, someone that you know you need to forgive but you can’t, I want to suggest that you read the Psalms. Start with Psalms 137 and 139. These are examples of imprecatory psalms. An imprecation is a curse. And you thought the Bible was just a nice book. There are a number of the Psalms in which David or another Psalm writer curses his enemies. What I want you to know is that there is nothing you can say, nothing you can vent, that God doesn’t already know. God can handle it, and in fact God is the best person to take your darkest feelings to. 



Once you’ve had the opportunity to vent to God, I want to challenge you to consider your calling to follow Jesus. Now’s the time to go to our first reading—Matthew 5:43-48. 


There are a lot of things that the world teaches us, but our calling is to follow Jesus. “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” Now, the law of Moses didn’t say to hate your enemy. But that was popular interpretation of what Moses said. And I would submit that it is popular with us and our culture as well. But we are called to follow Jesus who said, love your enemies. . .and be perfect. . .as your heavenly Father is perfect. 


When Jesus says to love your enemies, he is talking about a specific kind of love. It’s not about romance, it’s not about family, it’s not about friendship. It’s agape. William Barclay defines agape as “unconquerable benevolence, invincible goodwill.”  You can agape someone without liking him or her, because agape has nothing to do with feelings. It’s all about actions and intentions. If you agape someone, you wish them well and you do the things that will bring about the best for that person. Remember the big circle of God’s love? God’s love is agape. God has unconquerable benevolence, invincible goodwill for you in that circle. Doesn’t it feel good to be there in that circle?

The uncomfortable reality, of course, is that within that same circle of God’s love, is your enemy! And you are called to act toward that enemy in the way that God acts toward you, that is, with unconquerable benevolence, invincible goodwill. What good is it to love only the people who love you, Jesus said? Everybody does that. You are called to something different, something better, something that will change the world.  


And then Jesus ends with that uncomfortable statement about perfection. Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect. Please understand that when Jesus calls us to be perfect, he is not saying we have to get everything 100% right all the time. The Greek word that is translated perfect means complete or end or goal. Loving enemies is a tough assignment, and we won’t necessarily get it right away. But it’s a part of our goal as Christians. It’s where we are headed. 
You know how the kids ask you when you’re traveling, “are we there yet?” In the context of our Christian life and development, no, we’re not there yet, not until we learn to love our enemies! Those who want to be true followers of Jesus need to determine to go the whole way with him, even to the point of loving the enemy. 

So, we need to see our enemies within the big circle of God’s love, alongside of ourselves. It’s not us and God against them. Though we might like it to be. Which brings us to the second reading. Matthew 7:1-5. 


This is one of my very favorite passages. Partly because Jesus has told a real side-splitting joke. Can you picture this person with a giant log in the eye trying to take a tiny piece of dust out of someone else’s eye? It’s hilarious. Can’t you just picture the log bumping into that other person? But the other reason I like it is because it hits the nail right on the head for me. I get it. Or more to the point, it gets me! I know that I am often the person with the giant log. Though I rather prefer to think of myself as the one with the speck. 


In our Bible study this week we read the story about one of the Christian leaders of the fourth Century, a man named Abba Moses who lived in a monastery in Egypt. A brother in the monastery committed a fault. A council was called to which Abba Moses was invited, but he refused to go to it. Then the priest sent someone to say to him, “Come, for everyone is waiting for you.” So he got up and went. He took a leaking jug, filled it with water and carried it with him. The others came out to meet him and said to him, “What is this, Father?” The old man said to them, “My sins run out behind me, and I do not see them, and today I am coming to judge the errors of another.” When they heard that they said no more to the brother but forgave him. (Quoted in “Learning Forgiveness: A Lenten Study, 3.” 3)


It’s hard to see your own sins. Yet, it’s clear from the story about the log and the speck, how much your own sins get in the way, when you are trying to correct someone else.  


Jesus is suggesting here that we might learn a great deal from those we would seek to correct or improve. “It is often said that the things we can’t stand in others reveal sides of ourselves we can’t bear. What we dislike and reject most in ourselves we project onto those in whom we see those traits most clearly. That way they become bearers of our hidden faults and we don’t have to take responsibility for them.” As Walter Wink says, “My enemy is my mirror. I tend to project onto my enemy everything in myself that I cannot stand, tolerate, acknowledge, or accept. My enemy returns the compliment. . .We are locked into a very tight embrace, my enemy and I.” (quoted in Learning Forgiveness: A Lenten Study [LG], 3, 3)

So, there you are, you and the enemy, in the same circle of God’s love. When a wrong has been done, what do you do? Where do you go to find models of forgiveness? 


Sometimes those models show up in the most unlikely places. In South Africa, for instance, where the Truth and Reconciliation Commission has brought healing to the victims of Apartheid through the truth-speaking of both victims and perpetrators, and through forgiveness and reconciliation. And a similar thing has been happening in Rwanda.  Sixteen years ago nearly a million people were killed in brutal genocide. In 2003, 40,000 of the perpetrators of this violence were released back to their communities because of prison overcrowding. Since then, amazing things have happened. Survivors are forgiving those who killed their families. Perpetrators are truly repenting and doing practical acts of reconciliation to demonstrate their remorse. In a book about Rwanda called As We Forgive, the author says “I honestly believe after hearing survivors of some of the worst crimes imaginable share their journeys to forgive, that if forgiveness is possible in these situations, then, by the grace of God, it is possible in whatever situation we find ourselves in. That gives me extraordinary hope.” 

Notice that the author didn’t say it was easy. She said it was possible. By the grace of God. 


By the grace of God, whose son Jesus, said, “Father forgive them, for they know not what they do.” 
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