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The Soul of a Congregation, Part Two 

All Saint Sunday C, 10/30/22 

 

[continued – ed.]  

It is as easy to say as it is hard to do: “Do unto others as you’d have done unto you.” 

(It’s so easy, it even rhymes.) Doing as we’d have done to us is particularly hard to 

do, if still easy to say, when we see it in light of the commands that come before it 

in this passage from the gospels. What does Jesus command his followers to do unto 

others? Give to those who beg, pursue not those who steal, give them even more of 

it, bless your cursers, pray for your abusers, turn the other cheek so that it, too, may 

be struck by your enemy – the same enemy whom he bids them love, and to whom 

he bides and chides them – us – to do good.  

None of those things is easy to do. Many of them don’t sound like what we’d 

recommend that others do. One can imagine counseling someone to pray for an 

abuser, but never to turn the other cheek to an enemy, or willingly be struck again. 

One can imagine encouraging people to bless one who curses them – perhaps with 

that sweet-tart, southern barb, “Bless your heart.” – but not to allow those who steal 

from them or abuse them to get away with it.  

To take the hardest one of all: what would it really mean to love and do good to an 

enemy? At the very least, it would mean rendering them incapable of doing further 

harm to oneself, or further moral injury to themselves as they do it. It would mean 

saying a firm no to any further attacks or abuse by them, and a firm welcome to them 

if they would repent and be reconciled. It might mean talking them off a ledge from 

which they would throw someone or even themselves, or away from the brink of 

using weapons or words whose wounds could not be undone. It might mean 

appealing to the humanity that we share, whilst stripping them of the power to abuse 
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or destroy that humanity. It would mean, also, giving to lie to what our enemies so 

often believe, or find it convenient to say they believe: that the world is divided 

between them and us, that they cannot be reconciled or live in peace and safety in 

the world we want and need, and that the struggles between us must go on until they 

are victorious, and we defeated. There may be, as the saying goes, only two sides in 

a war – but there is also only one ground onto which those wounded in war fall, 

only one ground beneath which those whom the war ends lie in common silence, 

unmoving and unmoved. Wars end; death does not. Neither can bring back life when 

it is gone; neither can restore breath to the living once it has fled. If we really love 

our enemy, that is, we should not want that enemy to die, but to stop being an 

enemy, and live free of all the hatred and fear that made them become our enemy. 

As I said: easy to say, hard to do. But worth it, in the end.  

I submit, then, that Jesus’s variations on a theme of Do Unto Others each make sense, 

if we think about them. The test for any action is, would we want someone to do it 

to us? If not, then don’t do it. That is: if we don’t want to be struck, strike not. If we 

do not wish to be cursed, curse not. If we would not be abused, abuse not. If we 

would not be denied when we are need, we should not deny others when it’s their 

turn. If we would not be hated, do not hate. If we would not be loathed, do not 

loathe. If we would be loved, love.  

“Love your neighbor as yourself,” I noted last week, is not only the second of the 

two great commandments. It is also the working definition of the soul of any 

congregation that is a healthy and vibrant part of Christ’s body. In short, love is the 

soul of that body. It’s what the church means, or should mean, when it claims to 

follow Jesus Christ as Lord, to gather in his name and for his worship and service, 

and when it sets a vision for itself and a mission by which to fulfill that vision: “Love 

your neighbor as yourself” and, as Jesus says in John, “Love one another as I have 

loved you.” Making disciples of all nations means teaching them who he was and 
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how he loved, and teaching them to do likewise – and having them teach us, 

neighbors being what they are, and love being common among humanity, if also 

easily threatened.  

Easy to say, hard to do, as I said – but also easy to remember as a check on whatever 

it is we do, or plan to do. Are we, in this, loving others, or The Other, as he loved 

us? If not, go back and change so that we are; rinse and repeat as long as necessary. 

He was not kidding, and there is no other choice. If you want to follow Jesus, if you 

want to be a Christian, love. Love like he meant it; love like you mean it. At the 

first, at the last, and at every stage in between: love one another as he loved us. In all 

things, let this remain. It is the greatest of the virtues, and the most fulfilling.  

Yet, as I’ve mentioned, the command to Love Like You Mean It takes on new power 

as it gets specific, shows us what we really have to do when it’s hard. Breaking cycles 

of hatred, violence, and disdain is not easy, but it’s what he wanted. He saw that 

things only get better when we do, and that cycles of hate and recrimination, of 

righteous revenge, and even of the justice found in ‘an eye for an eye and a tooth for 

a tooth’ only end with the whole word, as Tevye says in Fiddler on the Roof, being 

blind and toothless. Trying to change that, challenging us to love our neighbors even 

when they are behaving unlovingly, is what these commands Jesus gave us help us to 

do, and want to do. It is not easy, and I am not saying that it is easy. But Christ’s 

wisdom is that when it is most difficult to love someone is when it is most important 

to do so.  

This is so particularly when we need them to change certain negative behaviors or 

patterns of thinking, and have some degree of power to encourage, empower, cajole 

them to do so. Where we can act to force people to stop hurting us, we are wise to 

do so. When we cannot, we are in a position much like that faced by the people of 

Ukraine and Iran. Our choices then are to submit, flee, or resist, doing whatever we 

have to until our enemy can no longer hurt us. That may be all we can do, and if it 
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is, it has to be enough. One has no duty to act where one has no capacity to do so, 

and if one cannot love one’s enemy in any other way but getting away or fighting to 

stop their abuse, then such must be our road.  

But when there are other choices, other paths we might take, and we can help people, 

even an entire people, change, love requires that we try. It isn’t easy, either. People 

only change when they want to and when they know how to. Love requires that we 

help them learn, if we can, respect them enough to show them why it is important 

to us that they do so, and leave the rest to them. Some people rise to this challenge 

and opportunity, and some do not. If we can in good conscience say that we did all 

we could to help them do what they should and what we need them to, then we 

have shown love to our neighbor, even if our neighbor has not shown love to us.  

The passage we heard this morning from Ephesians 2 reminds us that the soul of a 

congregation can be found in these specifics as well. The text reminds us that Christ 

came to reconcile opposites and break down divisions, creating “in himself one new 

humanity out of two” – Gentiles and Jews – in the process. Doing that requires that 

everyone has peace and knows it, and that we all have access to the Father, and know 

it. It requires that we see one another as fellow citizens, saints, and members of the 

household of God, growing together as the temple of God, a fitting place in which 

God can dwell. The soul of any congregation, and gathering of two or three in his 

name, is God, whose name is Love, dwelling within and among us. A living church 

with God as its soul – with Love as its soul – has its members all work together for 

the good of each and all, in harmony, each under their own vine and fig tree, with 

none to make them afraid.  

Are we like that? Think about it. We should be like that. Think about that, too. 

They meant for this would apply to all of us – all humanity. They meant for us would 

live without hostility and division, and without using laws and commandments and 
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cudgels to beat ourselves or others into submission or even righteousness. They meant 

that we would no longer divide ourselves by family, clan, tribe, or nation, but find 

freedom, peace, and security in being part of one common humanity, redeemed by 

Christ and sustained by the indwelling Spirit of the God who is Love. The psalmist 

we heard this morning longed for this. 3rd Isaiah, from which we also heard, dreamt 

of this, naming it as the peaceable kingdom where the wolf and lamb would eat 

together, and the lion eat straw like the ox. If it is a dream, then it is a good dream – 

and the sad irony is that most people dream that same dream, long to live that way, 

except they don’t quite know how to get there and keep getting the way to do so 

blocked by those few, those powerful few, who dream a different dream, and follow 

a different star. Those few, those who make themselves the enemies of all the rest of 

us, want to dominate, divide, deceive, and defraud us, hoard all wealth and power to 

themselves, and keep the vibrancy that is humanity in thrall to their insecurities, lusts, 

and whims.  

It is nearly impossible to love such an enemy, because it is so hard to stop that enemy 

from hurting us. But wanting them to change as well as stop, and to be who God 

created them to be, and not the monsters into which they’ve turned themselves, is 

empowering. It keeps us from becoming them, if we do it right, and it keeps us 

hopeful as we ensure that we are not made into their victims. We resist evil, and 

forgive evildoers when they repent. We hope that they will repent; their lives would 

be better if they did, and so would ours. Few may do so, and in this we are not 

deceived, but while life remains, hope remains. If we keep such faith, we realize, as 

did the prophets of old, that those who love, those who build for good and act for 

justice and in mercy, do all that they can to make this world as it should be, and not 

as it so often is.  

The soul of a congregation is that power of God dwelling within that gives us the 

strength to love even when it is hard to do. It gives us the power to forgive when 
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we want to exclude, and the power to welcome when we want to ignore. It gives us 

the freedom to gather as people motivated by love and all that it means, and to bear 

witness to that love in how we live, how we treat one another, how we use our 

resources, how we vote, how we advocate, and how we support one another in times 

of need, and support those whose needs are greater than ours. Churches exist to 

embody, cultivate, tend, and foster that love – and only for that reason. Nothing else 

that we do matters if it does not have this love at its heart, and faith in such love as 

its foundation.  

Do we do all that we can here to be such a church? No. Do we want to? Most of us 

to, much of the time. Can we learn to do it better together? Absolutely. Will we? 

That’s up to you, to us, to ‘we’, every day, to choose. May we so choose. Amen.  

 


