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Sermon Title: “Can We Love Our Enemies?”
Come Now, O Prince of Peace, TFWS #2232 (responsive song after preaching)
Texts: Luke 6:27-36
I.

“Love your enemies.  

Do good to those who hate you.

Bless those who curse you.

Pray for those who abuse you . . . .”

Perhaps, this biblical text might be 

one of the most difficult passages for Christian preachers.   

For me, I am not so sure 
when I can be fully ready to preach this passage.
I think I am a good Christian (forgive my pride),

because I try my best to keep the greatest commandment that

“You shall love your God . . . 

and your neighbor as yourself” (Luke 10:27)  

I also know that 

“Love is patient, love is kind, love is not . . . rude” (I Cor. 13:4-5).

When my next door neighbor makes loud noise at midnight 
and sometimes litters on my front yard, 

I am patient because he is my neighbor. 

Even when the students in my class push me 
beyond my level of patience,
I try to be kind and not to be rude to them. 

What if, then, my neighbor turns out to be my enemy 

who hurts me physically and financially? 

Worst of all,  

if someone strikes my little son,

bullying and intimidating him,
just because his face is different and his skin color is different,

can I do to him as I would have him do to my son?

. . . . 

II.

We live in a world of violence. 
In our society, 
thousands of race-biased violent acts occur every year.   

Most of us still remember the Martin case:

Unarmed 17-year-old African American high school student, 

Trayvon Martin, was killed 
by a  Neighborhood Watch Coordinator, 
who was suspicious of this innocent black boy
walking on a street at night.   

Like a voice “heard in Ramah,

wailing and loud lamentation,”

Trayvon’s parents “refused to be consoled” (Matthew 2:18).

Who among us dare to tell them,

“Love your enemy, do good to him, bless him, and pray for him”? 

. . . . 
I think that all of us at Iliff  

have passion for social justice and 
righteous anger against injustice.

  So, when we read the text that 

“if someone strikes you on the cheek, 

offer the other also,”

we tend to identify ourselves as the one who was struck
or read that verse in that person’s shoes.   

Last quarter, however, 

I had an unforgettable learning moment in my worship class.
I know some of you took that course. 
I invited Rev. Lee Tredwell to the class as a guest lecturer
to teach us about African American worship.

In class, he first asked the students 

about what the African American community needed.

The answers were 
“transformation,” “liberation,” “equality,” “respect,” . . .
And I was proud of these answers.      

Then, Rev. Tredwell asked another question, 

“What is the impression of African American men?”

Then, they said, 

“They are lazy, dangerous, violent; 
they are predators.”

I was so sad about 
such stereotypes of African American men.

   But, in my second thought, 

I wondered how many people in our society

were free from these prejudices?    
If we were the Neighborhood Watch Coordinator, 

how many of us could regard a young, hooded, black man
on a street at night
as an ordinary American teenager?

Are we the ones who are struck on the cheek?
Or, are we the ones who strike someone’s cheek? 

. . .
As we know, 

race-biased violence is by no means a U.S. phenomenon only.

We hear similar troubles from all around the globe.
Hate crimes against immigrants and minorities in Europe and Asia,
ethnic genocide and horrific bloodshed in Africa,

and daily incidents of violence in the Occupied West Bank. 

Just a few weeks ago, 

a violent incident, like the Martin case, happened in the West Bank:  

A 15-year-old Palestinian boy was shot dead 
by Israeli troops guarding the separation fence in the West Bank. 

The boy was foraging with friends 

for gundelia, a thistle-type plant used in cooking, 
but returned home as a cold corpse. 
When I first read this report, 

my heart was broken, 

thinking of the parents who lost their precious son, 

and then I was outraged by the violence of the Israeli military.
But, you know, 

we Americans are not clean from that innocent blood.

Every year, billions of dollars of our tax money 

have been sent to Israel as its military assistance fund and,

willingly or unwillingly, 

our money has supported 
its military strikes,

building the security wall and wired fences in the West Bank,

and violence against innocent civilians.    

Shall we offer the Palestinian parents who lost their son

 pastoral advice to forgive their enemy?
Or, are we one of those who must seek forgiveness from them?

. . . .
 Race-biased violence accompanies economic and social injustice.

Higher unemployment,
de facto segregation in housing,

 an achievement gap in schools, 

lower average wages for non-white workers
and the operation of the criminal justice system, 

what Michelle Alexander has called a “New Jim Crow” . . .  

These are just a few examples in our society.  

Moreover,
Neoliberal capitalism has widened the gap 
between the rich and the poor internationally, 
as well as domestically. 

Many Americans are troubled 
by undocumented immigrants and migrant workers,
particularly Mexicans,

and wonder why they are so poor that 

they had to cross the U.S.-Mexico border illegally to find work.
Many Americans would say that 

the only reason why they are poor is
their government’s corruption. 

Yet, some investigations 
conducted by economists and scientists

remind us that   

their neighboring country, the United States,

has made some contribution to their poverty.
  
The North American Free Trade Agreement, signed in 1994, 
allowed huge American corporations

to take over the market of agricultural products in Mexico at low prices,

whose costs in the US are subsidized by the US farm bill.   
One of the examples is that 

Smithfield Foods, 
whose headquarters is located in Virginia, 

and merged with a giant Chinese company last year,

sells 25 percent of all the pork in Mexico. 
That makes it very difficult for Mexican farmers 
to grow crops or raise animals and sell them at a price 
that would pay the cost of producing them. 
In fact, cheap Mexican imports also make it difficult 
for American farmers to sell their products at fair prices.

Mexican farmers who couldn’t survive 
had to leave their community
 in order to feed their poverty-stricken families,
even crossing the US-Mexico border,

risking their lives.

But, most of the Americans are benefited 
by the global economy 
with low prices of food and other products.

Are we their neighbor, 
or are we their enemy?

Can we preach them to love their enemies 

by giving not only their coat but also their shirt?
. . . . 
Honestly, we can love “good people” 
who deserve our love;
we like to bless and pray for those who do good to us,
but, not the ones who harm us 
with physical violence, economic damage, 
and the violation of human rights and dignity. 

In the name of justice, 

we want to claim retribution from them 

with zero-tolerance.

III.

But, Jesus says that 

we should love our enemies,
by offering the other cheek, 

by giving them our shirt as well as our coat, 
and lending them whatever they beg of us,

expecting nothing in return.  

Why, then, does Jesus say so?

Is he a naïve idealist?

In fact, to the contrary! 
Judea in the first century was 

under the vicious power of the Roman Empire.
Racial and ethnic genocide of the colonized, 

ruthless crucifixion of the rebels as deterrent,
and the extortion from the poor

of personal belongings needed for basic human life . . .

These were common practices on a daily basis.

According to first-century historian Josephus, 

not all the oppressed Jews were timid or passive. 
Rather, uprisings against the Roman authority 
occurred all over Palestine before the Jewish-Roman War 
that resulted in the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 C.E.

Radical revolutionary groups,

 like Sicarri originally based in Galilee, 

attempted to expel the Romans and their partisans 
from Judea through violence.

In this heightened time of violence in Jewish history, 
Jesus witnessed the chain of violence, 
tangling the life of the oppressed tighter and tighter

with the never-ending power of death,
and he could foresee its consequence  
as the annihilation of Jerusalem and its people. 

The problem Jesus faced 
in the threated destruction of his people was, 

“Could the reign of God come down on earth,

in which both the oppressed and the oppressors 
are transformed and live together as the children of God?”

And Jesus knew that 

only love for the enemies 

which is the intrinsic character of God,

had the power to bring reconciliation.  

For Jesus, 

to love one’s enemies was not optional but imperative,

not a cordial invitation with R.S.V.P.,

 but an urgent commandment,

because only the power of love 
could make his people overcome the national crisis.  

In the Gospel of Luke, 

 Jesus not only commanded his people to love their enemies, 

but also he himself lived that out 

by choosing nonviolent resistance against evil 

and praying for his enemies even on his cross, 

“Father, forgive them, 
for they do not know what they are doing” (Luke 23:34).
. . . .
The crucifixion of Jesus was the ultimate tool as deterrent,
employed by the opponents of the reign of God.

But, death was not the final answer.

Caesar’s whips and nails and cross 

Could not overcome God’s way of love and reconciliation. 
Jesus was risen! 

Indeed, Christ is risen!

God raised Jesus from death,
and the power of his resurrection

has continued to call the people of God

to follow Jesus’ footsteps of nonviolent resistance against evil.
In a great cloud of witnesses,  

we find Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
In one of the most chaotic and disturbing times in US history,
Dr. King and his people, 
who were convinced of the power of love,
demonstrated nonviolent resistance against racist America. 

In his sermon, “Loving Your Enemies,”

Dr. King was clear that loving enemies was 

the “privilege” of the children of God 

and that it was their urgent “obligation” to do so--
“before it [was] too late.”
  

Like Jesus, 

Dr. King believed that 

only the power of love for one’s enemies
makes reconciliation a reality: 

By loving their enemies, the oppressed gain 

“new self-respect . . . strength and courage 
that they did not know they had,”
and their love “stirs the conscience of the opponent[s]” 

and they, too, become the children of God.
  
IV.
Can this love be real in our contemporary world?
I remind you of the 16-year-old Pakistanian girl, 
Malala. 

She was shot by the Taliban 

because of her advocacy of girls’ education.  

But, in her speech at the UN after her recovery, 

she addressed that she did not hate 
the Taliban and other terrorist groups, 

but had compassion for them 

and wanted that even their children could have an education.  

It is also remarkable that 

a few years ago, 

late Senator George McGovern suggested 

concerning the war in Afghanistan that, 

instead of spending money on more troops, 

funding a school lunch program 

would be a much more effective deterrent to more terrorism.
 

We bear witness to numerous nonviolent acts of resistance 
around the world.  
Many humanitarian groups—

especially Christians—

demonstrate nonviolent resistance,
crossing racial and ethnic boundaries,
on the US-Mexico border,

on the Israel-Palestine border, 

even on the China-North Korea border,

and in Syrian, Sudanese, and other refugee camps.

I also find the spirit of nonviolent resistance 
in Christian churches.
Half a century ago, 

Dr. King deplored that 

Sunday morning was the most segregated time in the US.

Although many of us agree that 

churches in the US are still racially segregated,  

we witness a gradual change in their memberships 
toward integration.
Through prophetic preaching and worship, 

many churches have contributed 

to breaking racial and ethnic prejudices and systemic racism, 

deeply rooted in our minds and in our society. 
. . . .

In the twenty-first-century globalized world, 

we live in a web of interconnectedness.
We are like “the two sides of a coin.”
On the one side, 

we are enemies of our innocent neighbors.
Consciously or unconsciously,

willingly or unwillingly,
we abuse their rights to live as human beings
created in God’s image,

and we hear Christ saying to us, 

“You are forgiven by merciful God and God’s children.”

On the other side of the coin, 

we are victims of injustice—

physical, social, and economic violence, 

and we hear Christ commanding us,

“Children of the Most High, 
be merciful just as your father is merciful.”

In this season of Easter,

we are reminded that the Spirit of the risen Christ

calls us to the forgiveness of 
and reconciliation with our enemies.
Can we love our enemies?

May it be so,
as we believe that, 

in our world of violence,
the spirit of God is working among us, in us, and with us
for the in-breaking of the reign of God on earth.  
 Amen.   
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