Sermon C Epiphany 6 2002
Our gospel passage this morning which begins with Jesus reminding us that we are to love our enemies, is clearly a continuation of last weeks passage, by which the poor were seen to be blessed and the rich cursed.  Do you remember?  When everything that was said seemed topsy turvy in order to demonstrate that in the Kingdom of Heaven values are quite different from what is evident in the real world.

Here, again, values seem turned on their head.  We are to love our enemies, not hate them back.  We are to do good to people who hate us, not do them harm in a spirit of retribution.  We are to speak a word of blessing to those who curse us, and when we know people are personally abusing us, we are to pray for them instead of resenting them.

Jesus is again demonstrating that for the Christian, there is the challenge that we should develop a virtuous way of treating all people and even enemies, as part of the principle of Christian love.  

There are two parties here. The Christian, and the person who hates the Christian.  Let's look at them in turn, to work out the implications of what Jesus says about each in this passage.

Firstly, the Christian.  This person is to is to love, to do good to and to bless the person who hates them.  That Christian is to turn the other cheek if they are struck, and to say nothing to those who take their belongings away.  You may say, that this sounds like foolhardiness.  Is a Christian then a dupe, open to the abuse of all?   Is it not then right for the Christian to defend their home and family, their wealth and belongings?  

It is unlikely that Jesus meant this literally.  Once again, Jesus is using a form of hyperbole or exaggeration to underscore a particular point.  And the point is that Christian people are to learn a sort of godly detachment, so that when people hurtthem, that they are able to dissociate the hurt that they feel at this rejection from the more general and godly wish for the good of all people.  It is not that Christians are instructed not to feel pain and hurt, this would be impossible and represent a false position for Christians.  It 

is that they are challenged by Jesus to rise above the hurt, and be consistent in their searching for the good of the other person, even when that person is an enemy.  After all, this is how God looks upon all of us, with an unwavering love that is not compromised by the sinfulness we all demonstrate at times.  So we are challenged therefore to look upon others with the love of God, so that we are thinking always of ways to seek their good.

And the second kind of detachment that Jesus challenges us to demonstrate, is the detachment from possessions, so that even if the fabric of our livelihoods are threatened that we will not be reduced to ungodly behaviour, but will again be able to rise above situations with a godly forbearance.  

It is a good hint when we are feeling aggrieved at someone, and often we may have good reason to feel this way, to try to imagine how God sees that person, and to work out what is best for that person in this particular circumstance.  When we can do that, it is easier to resist acting out of anger and hurt.

And what, now, of that person, that enemy, who for whatever reason seeks to attack the Christian person?  Well, first up, if we give back as good as we're given, that is of we hit back with verbal or physical violence, or with a gesture of abuse or dismissiveness, that will only inflame the hatred that is already present in that person.  Even psychologically, without looking at the spiritual dimension, it is clear that such retribution is unhelpful, and certainly will not lead to the solving of any problem.  

Psychologically, is makes sense not the retaliate, as this gives the hateful person some space to see and appreciate the intensity of their own hatred, to hear their own voice full of hate and violence.  It also though gives a good example of a peaceful person, in touch with God's compassion, looking right back at them.  And this, undoubtedly, is a spiritual experience.

There is no more powerful way to undermine the violence of the world by refusing to respond to it with hate, and with more violence.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer who lost his life in a prison camp in the Second World War, had, by the time he was taken away to be executed, the firm respect of both the prisoners and the Nazi captors, who he refused to regard with hate.  One of the Nazi soldiers is recorded to have wept when the SS came to take Bonhoeffer away. Another is said to have claimed that here indeed was a servant of God. (This is reminiscent of what a particular Roman centurion said about Jesus)  You may say that this wasn't successful really, because it didn't save Bonhoeffer's life. Yet who can know the gentle, subtle, influences of love as they are effective within the power of God's Spirit in the lives of those who know godly people like Bonhoeffer?    

It is not that Christians are not to resist evil and speak out against it.  It was because of this resistance that Bonhoeffer had ended up on jail in the first place.  It is that our speaking out should not be in hate; and until we are ready to dispense with hate, perhaps it is not yet time to speak out.  

Love your enemies.  Do good to those who hate you.  Bless those who curse you; pray for those who abuse you.

I am your enemy

I hate you

You're in for trouble, 

and I'm glad!

You're a wimpy, skimpy chimpy.
