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“Love your enemies, the impossible possibility”

Today I’d like to start off  with a couple of  profound quotes that shed insight into

today’s  gospel.  The  first  one  comes  from  Pastor  Martin  Niemoeller,  who  was

imprisoned during World War II in Sachsenhausen Concentration Camp. Here’s

what he said: “It took me a long time to understand that God is not the enemy of

my enemies. God is not even the enemy of  God’s enemies.” The second quotation is

attributed to the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and goes like this: “If  we do an

eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth, we will be a blind and toothless nation.”

   Both of  these quotations, I think, complement what Jesus is saying in today’s

gospel.  They,  along with Jesus’s  words,  offer  us  a  new paradigm, an alternative

worldview, a radical way of  thinking and living. 

   In this young girl’s letter to her pastor, there is also a new paradigm, an alternative

worldview, a radical way of  thinking and living, that is profound as well as, perhaps

for some of  you, a bit humorous. Here’s what she wrote:

   Dear Pastor,

         I heard you say to love our enemies. I am only six and do not have any yet. I hope to

have some when I am seven. Love, Jill.

   Now that is something, isn’t it? Hoping to have enemies to love! Speaking of

humour that surprises and turns the world upside-down, listen to the following story

of  South African bishop, Desmond Tutu: He was out walking on a narrow path one

day when a white man came his way. Recognizing Tutu, the white man stood his

ground in the centre of  the path and said, “I don’t  give way to gorillas.” In his

typically gracious manner, Tutu smiled, moved over and made a sweeping gesture to

the man, saying, “Ah yes, but I do.” 
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   In  this  encounter,  Bishop Tutu  was  able  to  use  the  element  of  surprise  and

humour to help the white man see how ridiculous his attitude and behaviour were.

With surprise and humour, the white man who intended to humiliate and make a

fool of  Bishop Tutu, was himself  actually humiliated and made the fool of. Love of

enemies can often be a surprising attitude and action. It also can help people realise

with humour, how ridiculous their sinful attitudes and actions are, and in so doing,

it opens a door of  opportunity to repent of  sin and change one’s ways.  

   Setting surprise and humour aside, is Jesus’s command to love your enemies, an

impossible possibility? When Jesus says love, does he really mean the same kind of

love that we have for our spouse, children, and friends? I don’t think so. Yet, in the

Greek text here, the word is agape,  the highest form of  love—meaning to seek out

the well being of  even one’s enemies, love that is willing to make sacrifices. In most

cases, I don’t think we may feel love for an enemy. Rather, the best we can do is act

in a loving way toward an enemy. In so acting, that may eventually change how we

feel about the enemy. 

   For  example,  in the Armenian-Turkish War in  Europe early in the twentieth

century,  an  Armenian  nurse  discovered  one  day  that  a  Turkish  patient  in  the

hospital where she worked was the man who had killed her father during a battle.

She continued as a faithful nurse in her treatment of  that man.

   When her Turkish patient found out who she was and that he had killed her

father, he asked her why she had not tried to kill him. Her answer was, “I am a

Christian.”1  

   Such an example, highlights how the cycle of  violence is overcome by a higher

way of  loving action for those who are the enemy. By loving your enemies, doing

good to those who hate you, blessing those who curse you, praying for those who

1 Don R. Yocom, Windows For Life: Inspirational And Devotional Illustrations (Lima, OH: CSS Publishing Co., Inc., 
2004), p. 50. 
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abuse you, offering your second cheek when someone strikes your first one, giving

away your shirt when someone takes your coat, giving to beggars, and not asking for

your goods back if  anyone takes them—by acting in such loving, non-retaliating

ways, you are living out a new paradigm, an alternative worldview, a radical way of

life. 

   This is the impossible possibility of  God’s realm, God’s kingdom coming, God’s

will being done on earth, as in heaven. Are you, am I, up for such a challenge? Most

likely, most of  the time, we fail. So how do we live as God’s forgiven sinner-saints?

Well, I think once again, by looking at real-life examples. Jesus himself, of  course,

perfectly lived out this new paradigm, this alternative worldview, this radical way of

life, this impossible possibility when he willingly suffered and died on the cross and

forgave the very one’s who crucified him. 

   Here is yet another story that we can be inspired by, and learn how the power of

love  for  enemies,  can  overcome  evil  with  good,  and  yes,  even  change  the  evil

intentions of  enemies.

   The example comes from an old movie entitled  Stars in My Crown: In the little

town where an old preacher served, there was a black man who had been a kind of

“Uncle  Remus”  figure  to  several  generations  of  children.  He  told  them stories,

taught them to hunt and fish, and in general was greatly beloved. He owned a little

cabin and some land, and after his wife died, he continued to live there alone. 

   One year a very valuable deposit of  copper was discovered that ran through his

property. Some of  the business leaders of  the town came to the old man and offered

to buy his land so they could start a mining operation. 

   The old black man had not been raised in a money culture. He simply wanted to

live out his days in the only house he had ever known, and so, with total naivete, he

refused to sell. Since a great deal of  money was at stake, the atmosphere turned

ugly.
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   When the businessmen could not buy him out, they resorted to nasty threats.

Many of  the very people whom he had befriended all his life became his foes. It

came down to  the  point  where  they  said,  “If  you  are  not  off  the  property  by

sundown tomorrow night, we are going to come and hang you!”

   The old preacher got wind of  what was happening and went out to the black

man’s  house.  At  the  appointed  sundown hour,  the  executioners  rode  up,  hiding

behind their white hoods and masks. The old preacher stepped out on the porch

with the black man and said, “John knows that he is going to die. He asked me to

come out today and write his last will and testimony. He wants me to read it to you.

He wants to give his fishing rod to Pete, because he remembers the first bass Pete

caught with it. He wants to give his rifle to James, because he remembers using it to

teach him to shoot.”

   Item by item, the old gentleman proceeded to give in love to the very people who

had come to take his life. The impact of  this “asymmetrical response” was more

than  even  their  hardened  spirits  could  handle.  One  by  one,  the  would-be

executioners turned away in silence until no one was left. 

   The little grandson of  the old black man had been watching this whole drama

from a distance. After the crowd had dispersed, he ran up on the porch and said to

his grandfather, “What kind of  will was that?” The old grandfather answered gently,

“It was the will of  God, son-the will of  God.”2 

   So,  on this  All  Saints  Sunday,  may God’s  grace inspire  us  to  live  by Jesus’s

impossible possibility of  loving our enemies. 

        

    

2 Wm. J. Bausch, A World Of Stories for Preachers and Teachers and all who love stories that move and challenge 
(New London, CT: Twenty-Third Publications & Blackrock, Co Dublin: The Columba Press, 8th Printing, 2007), pp. 
232-233.
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