
TEXT:  Luke 6:27-36        January 17, 2021 

OUR BETTER ANGELS 

December 1st, 1955.  A date that literally changes the course of history.  Rosa Parks refuses to 
give up her seat and go to the rear of a city bus in Montgomery, Alabama.  She is arrested and 
jailed for failing to obey the segregationist law that mandated people of color sit in the back 
and let white folks take the better seats up front.  In a matter of days that action spurs black 
leaders to launch a boycott of the city bus system.  “Don’t Ride the Bus!” proclaim some 
7,000 mimeographed notices passed throughout the community.  And soon enough folks take 
up the cause. 

A young black Baptist minister named King is elected to head the newly formed Montgomery 
Improvement Association to lead the effort.  From the start he makes it clear, this is to be a 
non-violent boycott, a non-violent protest.  “There will be no threats and intimidation,” he 
proclaims at a mass rally held on the night of his election, “Our method will be that of 
persuasion not coercion.”  ()   

And so, it is.  As the days turn into weeks, white supremacists, including many in public office, 
ty to stop the boycott and derail Pastor King.  He is arrested on false traffic charges.  He 
receives numerous death threats over the phone and through the mail.  

On January 30, as the boycott ends its second month, King addresses a crowd of two-
thousand or so.  Encouraging and supporting their efforts to continue on in their boycott, 
despite the hardships that entailed.  Many have to walk long distances to work.  Black cab 
drivers have taken on many of their sisters and brothers without charging them for rides.  As 
King speaks that evening a car pulls up in front of his home at 9:15, where his wife Coretta is 
waiting for him as their seven-month-old daughter lies sleeping.  A white man who has never 
been identified, steps out of the car, and walks half-way up the sidewalk.  He throws a bomb 
onto the front porch.  It explodes and leaves a massive hole in the porch, cracksone of the 
columns supporting it, and badly frightens his wife and daughter. 

When King isnotified, he rushes back to the house and surveys thedestruction.  An angry 
crowd of supporters soon gathers in front of the bombed-out porch, waiting for their leader 
to speak.  Clearly, he has enemies.  Clearly, they are determined to stop his efforts.  But 
strengthened by his sense of God’s presence in the work, and in his firm conviction about 
how to go about it, the young preacherspeaks calmly.  “If you have weapons, take them 
home,” he tells those gathered on his lawn and in the street.  “If you do not have them, 
please do not seek them. We cannot solve this problem through violence. We must meet 
violence with non-violence. Love your enemies; bless them that curse you, pray for them that 



despitefully use you.”  (“Martin Luther King’s home is bombed,” https://www.history.com)  
Thestunned crowd breaks up and goes on their way. 

Martin Luther King the Baptist minister, the preacher, the pastor, was, of course, quoting 
from the scriptures, quoting the words of Jesus, the words spoken in our scripture passage 
from Luke. 

Jesus must have said them often for they had become part of the oral tradition that predates 
the written gospels.  They are found in, in both Matthew and Luke, but not in the same 
contexts.  Matthew includes them in what we’ve come to call the Sermon on the Mount, and 
Luke in what is known as the Sermon on the Plain.  As one scholar writes, “Matthew’s Jesus 
preaches from the mou8ntain.  Luke’s Jesus comes down from the mountain and preaches on 
the plain.  There is a great leveling, a great equalization . . . .” (Dana Williams, Feasting on the 
Word, C:1, 381) 

To a certain extent, though, no matter where these words were spoken, they reflect Jesus’ 
understandingabout love.  Yes, Jesus affirms the basic law that says we are to love our 
neighbors, but in ever-widening circles.  He includes not just one’s family or kin, not just the 
people who liveonyour street, or who are fellow citizens, but strangers, even those you 
consider to be enemies! 

Your enemies!  Those who intend to harm you.  Maybe with cruel words which embarrass 
you, demean you, frighten you, demoralize you.  Those who celebrate your failures, rejoice at 
your mistakes and ignore your successes.  Your enemy may never consider planting a bomb 
on your front porch, but nonetheless does seek to blow up your life.  Those are the very folks 
says Jesus, that you are to love. 

But why?  Don’t your enemies deserve to be hated?  Didn’t the enemies of Dr. King who 
threatened his life, who bombed his home, who tormented him in so many ways deserve to 
be held in disdain?  Perhaps.  And perhaps your enemies have behaved in such a way as to 
earn your hatred.  But even if they have, says Jesus, you are to love them. 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu lived through the days of apartheid in South Africa.  As a black 
man, he often experienced the inequities of that system of extreme racial segregation.  And 
as a vocal opponent of apartheid, he often faced real risks.  His life was threated numerous 
times, he was arrested and jailed, his passport was rescinded more than once--he had many 
reasons to hate his oppressors.  But Tutu also lived by the words of Jesus, and understood 
hating his enemies would do little to harm them but much to harm himself.  “When we see 
others as the enemy,” he once wrote, “we risk becoming what we hate. . . . All of our 
humanity is dependent on recognizing the humanity in others.”  (God Has a Dream, 49-
50)Even Richard Nixon, not known as an exemplar of morality, understood this basic 



principle.  “Alwaysremember,” he once said, “others may hate you, but those who hate you 
don't win unless you hate them, [for] then you destroy yourself.”  

No says Jesus, don’t hate your enemies, love them.  But what does that mean?  What does it 
mean to love somebody you can’t abide?   

Mind you this has nothing to do with liking another person, much less the things he or she 
does.  In an address he made in 1961 to a group of Southerners dedicated to interracial 
relationships, King helped clarify the matter.  Loving someone is not the same as liking them.  
“Like,” he said, “is sentimental . . . it is pretty difficult to like someone bombing your home. It 
is pretty difficult to like somebody threatening your children; it is difficult to like congressmen 
who spend all their time trying to defeat civil rights.  But Jesus says love them, and love is 
greater than like.”  (A Testament of Hope, 47)  

The love King speaks of, the love Jesus speaks of is,is not the love between friends, that 
natural sense of being simpatico with someone who shares your interests, your pleasures, 
your memories.  Nor is it romantic love, that love that is driven by deeply felt sexual 
attraction.  No, the love Jesus is talking about is agape love.  It is, in King’s words, 
“understanding, creative, redemptive, goodwill to [others].  It is an overflowing love that 
seeks nothing in return.”  (Ibid, 46) 

I find it striking that the first word in King’s uses to defineagape love is understanding.  And 
isn’t that where true love must always begin?  It must start with a concerted effort to try and 
understand the other person.  It must begin with a willingness to listen, really listen. 

I am sure Dr. King would be appalled at the violence we have seen on our streets this year.  
Not the protests.  Peaceful protest is indeed the constitutional right of every American, a 
right that King took full advantage of time and time again.  So too Desmond Tutu in South 
Africa.  But when protests turn violent, no matter who perpetuates the violence, it goes 
against everything King stood for, everything he worked for, everything he ultimately gave his 
life for.  But simply labeling rioters as evil, sub-human monsters, gets us nowhere.  Yes, we 
must protect society from such outbursts of anger.  Yes, unfortunately, we may need to erect 
fences and call in the National Guard.  Yes, those who commit acts of violence must be 
arrested, must be tried, must face the consequences.  But such eruptions of violence will only 
continue unless we seek to love our enemies.  And loving the enemy begins with 
understanding.  And understanding must begin with listening.  Which lo these many years 
after Dr. King’s death is something, we Americans still do rather poorly.  Speaking during a 
time when riots broke out in American cities in the mid-sixties, Dr. King once said, “[W]e’ve 
got to see that a riot is the language of the unheard.” (Interview with Mike Wallace, Sixty 
Minutes, CBS, 9-27-1966) 



Everyone here, I imagine, has family members or friends with whom they totally disagree 
when it comes to matters of religion, politics or some other potentially divisive issue.  Folks 
who may not be your enemies in the way we usually think of that word, but who may indeed 
be opposed to many of the things you hold near and dear.  What if this week, in honor of Dr. 
King, you made an attempt to really listen to one of those folks?  What if you took a chance 
on loving them?  Not liking them.  Not agreeing with them, but rather seeking to understand 
them?  It is just a step, a small step, but what if we all sought to take such steps?  Maybe, 
with God’s help, we could begin down the road of recovery and reconciliation.   

Idealistic?  Perhaps.  Yes, we must address the systemic issues that perpetuate the divisions, 
the inequities, the racial and class divides.  Yes, we must support those in positions of power 
who take risky stands for justice.  But we too, need to take direct action.  For ideals become 
reality when we are willing to act on them.  As Dr. King’s colleague Rabbi Abrahams Joshua 
Heschel once said, “It is [in] the small that the great becomes real.”  (“No Time for 
Neutrality,” Moral Grandeur and Spiritual Audacity, A & S Heschel, editors) 

Ifor one do not want my grandchildren and their children to grow up in a nation where we 
must live behind fences and under constant guard.  But that hope will only become a reality if 
you and I have the courage to take the steps King took.  The steps Tutu took.  The steps Jesus 
took.  Let us take those.  Let us seek to understand. Let us truly listen.   Let us be creative in 
offering redemptive goodwill to others.  Let us seek to love our enemies. 

Amen 

John H. Danner 


