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Today we are going to answer all of your questions of the universe.  
For a few weeks in July, Mark and I invited you to send in questions we could build a sermon series around. We loved reading all of them, and we wish we could address them all, but unfortunately (or fortunately) we can't.
There were some fun ones: What's your favorite season? We both said "fall" at the same time — then realized, oh, church season. I don't know Mark's answer, but mine is Advent. All that darkness and starlight and waiting and unknown. It’s a quiet, growing season. I love that.
Then there were the hard ones: What's the most challenging thing in ministry? Mark said, "Karla!" I said, "Mark!" (Just kidding. ..at least I am…)
I’d like to say it depends on the day, but in truth, the biggest challenge holds the deepest meaning. It’s when life gets bru-tiful for you, and you invite me and Mark in to walk with you.  When we can accompany people through their bleakest valleys~~death, illness, loss, struggle~~those are the moments in ministry that are incredibly hard and profoundly meaningful.  
One of my favorite questions was about the weirdest story in the Bible.  In  2 Samuel, a gang of youths mock the prophet Elisha, calling him "baldy." Elisha's feelings get hurt and so he asks God to curse them, and God — being that confounding Old Testament God — sends bears to maul every last one of them. Dead, for being obnoxious adolescent boys.
Hmm. Is that karma? Seems kind of petty, right?
Which brings me to today's questions: How do we stay a charitable person when someone we're politically opposed to dies, and all we feel is gratitude?
or, how do we love the unlovable?
One of my least favorite sayings of Jesus is "love your enemies." What does that even mean? Who has enemies? I agree with Pastor Mark Sandlin of Presbyterian Church of the Covenant in Greensboro, who wonders: “… is enemy even the right word? Most of us don't have enemies so much as we have opponents, rivals, people who frustrate us, hurt us, drive us bananas — and, yes, some who genuinely want to cause harm. But we can't solve anything about loving them by pretending they don't exist, or by treating our disagreement as license to erase their humanity.”
Please notice:  Jesus never EVER said we have to agree with everyone. He didn't — at times he comes off as crusty cranky rabbi who challenged and  questioned, and  who held religious and political authority accountable by speaking hard truths. 
But what Jesus didn't do, as Sandlin points out, was deny anyone's humanity. Opposing someone is not the same as refusing to see them as a person made in the image of God.
The prophets, Jesus, and plenty of other religious traditions are clear: we're to love our neighbor as ourselves. And the gospels make clear our neighbor is basically everyone (see: the Good Samaritan). There's only one kind of people — our neighbors — and unfortunately, some of them are our "enemies."
Now, I know — one problem with Christian love is that some traditions, right-wing evangelicals and Christian nationalists chief among them, mistake their hatred for love. That "love the sinner, hate the sin" line? Jesus never said it.
And here's the other thing: to love others is not to become passive. It doesn't mean staying silent in the face of injustice — Jesus certainly didn’t. again,  Loving others doesn't mean pretending exclusionary policies and practices aren't harmful.
What does love look like? 
Love looks like truth-telling.
Love looks like resistance in the face of injustice.
Love looks like standing up for the least of these.

Love DOES NOT mean letting someone keep hurting you, gaslighting you, or enabling abuse to run rampant.
So the real question might be:  Can I oppose someone without denying their humanity? That's the challenge, right? 
This week, John Pavlovitz — who'll be with us again in a few weeks — wrote about exactly this. It’s practially impossible to see our opponents as human beings when they commit atrocious acts of violence and abuses of power that go unchecked.
He told the story of a woman who came up to him in tears and said: "I've never wished for someone to die before. I've been suicidal many times — but never homicidal. I'm ashamed to say I find myself wishing these terrible people would just disappear, so they can't hurt us anymore. I feel like I'm just waiting for them to get old and die off. What do I do with this anger?"
Does that sound familiar to any of you?
Pavlovitz writes that he knew the response he was supposed to give her — that this hatred was unhealthy, that it mirrored the very thing she despised. But he couldn't say it, because he understood her completely. Her despair made sense.  This is what happens when brutality goes unanswered long enough: something in you starts wishing it would just end. Not because you want to hurt anyone, he says, but because nothing else seems able to make harmful people stop. That rage, he writes, is "our heart's alarm" — our humanity protesting a violence we feel powerless to stop, a way of staying sane when the alternative is falling apart entirely.
He reflects on hope through the lens of history~~those cycles that show that systems of evil are eventually replaced with systems of goodness. (you need to read the article.) And he lands with this thought:   He’s not waiting for anyone to die. He's doing all the good he can while he's alive.
This is how we love our enemies, friends. First, by naming our feelings honestly, with each other — but instead of spiraling into resentment or wishing karma along faster, we take the energy from the anger and put it toward doing good. We trust that the arc bends toward justice, and we try to be the kind of people the world needs, even when it's f-ing hard.
Here is a tangible practice that might help you get started. Marcia Walker reminded us in her forum a few weeks ago of a mindfulness technique — rooted in Zen Buddhism and popularized by Thich Nhat Hanh — of visualizing a difficult or hateful person as a vulnerable five-year-old. It shifts your perspective from an adult's harmful actions to their fragile origins. The meditation goes like this: 
Breathing in, I see _____ as a small, fragile child.
Breathing out, I offer a silent blessing of compassion toward that child.
You might need to do that a million times.  BUT, the point isn't to excuse the harm. It's to loosen the grip of your own anger — to clear room in your heart for the compassion we're hoping to grow in the world. 
Back to Elisha and the bears. Elisha and the woman in Pavlovitz's office are asking the same question, generations apart: what do you do with the wish that harmful people would simply stop existing? She caught herself in the wishing. Elisha didn't. Scripture doesn't punish him for it — but it doesn't hold him up as the model, either. Jesus is our model. 
And, like all the "banana" passages in the Bible, there's more to Elisha's story than meets the eye — and today isn't the day to unpack it fully. But I'll say this: a mob of forty-plus aggressive youths surrounding and threatening a lone prophet reads, in the ancient cultureal context, as a serious challenge to divine authority — not a petty overreaction to a bad haircut. It must have been genuinely threatening to Elisha, whose ministry afterward is otherwise marked by acts of healing and help.
So maybe compassion wasn't exactly Elisha's move that day. Honestly, most of us, in his position, would've prayed the same Hail Mary. And maybe that's the real lesson: loving our enemies, examining our own righteous anger, doing as much good as we can — it's all a practice. It's a hard Jesus question we carry, and we do the best we can with what we have.
So take heart.
Love the ones who are easy to love, and love the ones who cost you something.
Love with your eyes open. Love without pretending. Love without giving up your voice.
Because everyone in this room — and everyone outside it, even the ones we struggle to forgive — is carrying some battle we cannot see.
So we love bravely.
We live generously.
And we leave the rest to God.
Amen.

