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For this sermon, I want to focus on a single verse in the Sermon on the Mount: Love your enemies (Matthew 5:44). I’m tempted to call this text "notorious" because of its interpretive difficulty. Many interpreters seek to rub the edges off this command by saying it is just a spiritual teaching and not one that Jesus actually expected us to do. 
But let’s take “love your enemies” at face value. Not dumbing down, but accepting Christ's teachings as they are, not as we prefer them to be. We cannot explain it away or justify why we might personally avoid it.
I do not want to minimize the challenge. Jesus was not referring to mere college basketball rivalries. He lived in a time of savage persecution. “Enemies” were those with the power of life or death over you.
Any hope from this teaching depends on our understanding of love. As we near Valentine’s Day, love is on our minds. There are many types of love, but it is crucial to identify what love is not. Love is not passive acquiescence to unjust authority and violence.
In the past several weeks, we have seen numerous videos of unarmed protestors in Minneapolis who have been punched, pushed, slapped, shoved, gassed, and, in two tragic cases, shot multiple times at point-blank range. It is unclear if any of these attackers will face investigation, much less justice. Love does not condone any of this.
And yet, I have also watched crowds of protesters marching peacefully through the avenues and then gathering in sub-zero temperatures to sing hymns—in four-part harmony no less! It is inspiring and instructive. Last Sunday in her sermon at Westminster Presbyterian Church in Minneapolis, Rev. Margaret Fox preached, “Our community has something to say to the country and the rest of the world about how to stand up against tyranny and how to stand together with and for each other.”
Particularly as it relates to loving enemies, love is shown in actions more than words. And this brings me to the whistles. 
Our text in Isaiah likens the prophet’s voice to a trumpet but not a celebratory fanfare; this prophetic trumpet declared the rebellion and sin of people who oppressed others. In the same sermon, Rev. Fox preached that a whistle issues a call “so sharp and piercing that it cannot be ignored. It’s a call to stand up and say ‘no.’ It’s a call to come out and bear witness.”
Particularly as it relates to loving enemies, love is shown in the action of bearing witness. In a world where might makes right and power is corrupt, love witnesses to a higher truth. Indeed, the stakes could not be higher; the Greek word for “witness” is derived from the same word for martyr, calling to mind Renée Good and Alex Pretti.
Love bears witness to a more radical form of resistance. To love an enemy undermines the power structures of injustice that create divisions among people and foster enmity. Matthew Myer Boulton put it this way: rather than fighting fire with fire, Jesus commands us to love our enemies as a means of "fighting fire with water." Nonviolent resistance and peaceful noncooperation can douse burning hatred.
This analogy also calls to mind the waters of baptism, the principal sign of Christian unity and God’s grace. It is not hard to imagine that many of the ICE agents in Minneapolis have been baptized. By no means does this sacramental grace excuse their violence; however, it should humanize them. We all confess our sins at the baptismal font every Sunday.
Some immigrants to our country have a criminal past. But how would our policies change if, instead of “aliens” or “garbage,” we thought and spoke of them as fellow recipients of God’s grace? After confession, we all receive the assurance of forgiveness that comes from God alone.
I suspect that Minneapolis is a test case for our country's future. How will people of faith respond when the battle comes to their cities and towns, not merely seen from afar? As Christians, we can approach Christ’s teachings for their simple, challenging truth that inspires hope through the action of bearing witness, of fighting fire with water, and living into confession and forgiveness symbolized in baptism.
I also want to return to this image of the prophetic voice as trumpet so that our call can include other religions and countries as well, for “God so loves the world” (John 3:16). A trumpet-blast shout can sound out sin and warn of danger, yet it can also blare notes of hope.
One of my favorite rabbinical stories is that each and every human being is preceded by a tiny band of angels with blaring trumpets and a cantor declaring, “Here comes an image-bearer of God!” What if every time we heard a whistle blast, we were reminded that each person is created in God’s image? Would this inspire courage to put our love into action? Could we then bear witness to the vision of community that would transform our society?
I know these are challenging questions. But Christ’s teachings give me hope.
The opposite of loving enemies is hating them, and we see horrific evidence every day. Yet, I am also disturbed by the opposite of hopefulness—cynicism. I fear we live in an age of increasing cynicism when more and more people believe that things are just the way they are and will never change for the better.
Hope provides an alternative. Jesus calls us to live in hope of what the world can be, including the possibilities of mercy, humility, and peace. You can choose to be cynical, but hope is a better moral choice.
In the words of Isaiah, we can “break the chains of injustice, get rid of exploitation, free the oppressed, cancel debts, share food with the hungry.” Isaiah declares that, if we love in these ways, “Then your light shall break forth like the dawn” (Isaiah 58:8). And dawn comes quietly and slowly, just a little at a time, a reddening in the bare branches of winter trees, which promises light and, one day, spring.
Dawn Landes, a singer-songwriter, performed here on Friday night to raise money for CORA Food Pantry. She closed the concert with a gorgeous cover of a Bob Dylan song about love—a Valentine’s song of romantic love. Yet, hear these words as a call to love enemies as well:
I'd go hungry, I'd go black and blue
I'd go crawlin' down the avenue
No, there's nothing that I wouldn't do
To make you feel my love
To make you feel love. Our hope is that our actions will transform our enemies and our society by the force of good in the name of the greatest good—love.
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