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1. 

The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. preached: “Love 

is the only force capable of transforming an enemy 

into friend.”  

I totally agree. But I also believe that just as 

importantly, love prevents people from becoming 

enemies in the first place. 

Now the subtle allure of having enemies is that 

when we have enemies, we don’t have to think as 

much about our actions or purpose. When we have 

enemies, we simply look at what they do and we 

do the opposite:  

  ‘They have stained glass windows in their 

churches—we shall have no stained glass windows 

in our churches!’  

  ‘They sing “God Bless America” at their games;  

we shall sing “Sweet Caroline” at ours!’  

When we have enemies, we see what ‘they’ believe 

and believe the opposite. At times, the two-party 

political system operates this way—we believe 

whatever they don’t. “They”: the political enemy. 

I am exaggerating the significance of enemies in 

what we do and believe…but not by much.  

And there is a spiritual dimension to when we 

demonize people. When we start to think of others 

as enemies, it doesn’t take much more to 

dehumanize our enemies and build ourselves up as 

exclusively on God’s side. As G.K. Chesterton points 

out: “Idolatry is committed, not merely by setting 

up false gods, but also by setting up false devils…”. 

Ideologies can move us in that direction of false 

devils and gods.  

2. 

In the Scripture reading we just heard, Jesus’ 

disciples struggle to deal with someone they have 

found to be a potential adversary. He is a man who 

is unfamiliar to them, casting out demons in Jesus’ 

name. The disciple John says, “He was not 

following us.” It’s basically the same as saying, 

“Jesus, he’s not one of us.” “He’s not a part of our 

in-group.” You can hear the implication: “He’s an 

outsider, he’s an adversary, not to be trusted with 

using your name. What if he does something bad? 

Then it’s going to come back to you, Jesus, it’ll sully 

your name. We had to try to stop him.” 

You can hear in John’s words the hope that Jesus 

will be pleased. It’s like John was the disciple who 

ran fastest back to Jesus right after they told the 

healer to stop, so that John could be the one whom 

Jesus pats on the head, saying, “Wonderful! You 

showed him, didn’t you? Well done, good and 

faithful disciple!”   

But that is not what happens. Instead, Jesus 

rebukes John and by extension all the disciples. 

Jesus says, “Don’t stop him! It’s not like he can do a 

powerful thing in my name and then turn around 

and say something bad about me.” Which makes 

sense: this other healer’s not going to say, ‘Jesus, in 

whose name I am healing, is a clown.’   

Then Jesus follows that up with: “Whoever is not 

against us, is for us.” 

3. 

Now we must be precise about this line, “Whoever 

is not against us, is for us.” We hear variations of 

this all the time. After September 11th, 2001, 

politicians went around saying to the world: you’re 

either for us or against us. The same kind of 

language was used by all sides during World War II. 

Joshua in the Hebrew Bible asks a man with a 

sword ‘Are you for us or against us?’ And in 

another gospel, Matthew, Jesus is recalled as 

saying something a little different than what we 

hear in Mark. “Whoever is not with me is against 

me, and whoever does not gather with me 

scatters.”i The words in Matthew are very close to 

what he says in Mark [they are the contrapositive 

of each other]. But there’s something both more 



gracious and more challenging about Jesus’ words 

in Mark: whoever is not against us is for us. It 

leaves open the possibility that people who are not 

currently against us can be generously understood 

to be for us, friendly to us, with us, for us.  

This is what I get at when I tell liturgists to not be 

afraid about stumbling over words while helping 

lead worship. Even people who aren’t your friends 

out there are rooting for you; they are cheering for 

you. I mean, I have rarely heard a congregant 

heckle a liturgist (don’t get any ideas!). Be assured 

of the support of those who gather here. If they’re 

not against you, they’re for you. 

In the case of the fellow healer, though, I think that 

it’s hard for the disciples to see him as an ally not 

just because they don’t know him, but also because 

he succeeds in ways that they have recently failed. 

You see, earlier in Mark chapter 9, when Jesus 

comes down from the mountain after his 

transfiguration, there’s a hubbub. A man with a son 

who is apparently possessed by a demon says to 

Jesus that Jesus’ disciples couldn’t cast out the 

demon, so Jesus has to. Those same unsuccessful 

demon cast-outers then see this other guy casting 

out demons, and they see him as an adversary 

perhaps because he is a formidable competitor in 

the casting out demon market. Jesus sees the 

healer as an ally, but the disciples who are 

threatened see a competitor, an enemy.  

4. 

We, like the disciples, struggle with a competitive/ 

oppositional spirit, as Christians and as Americans.  

For example, when I see another church that is 

growing quickly, my mind can jump to the ways 

they must be doing things wrong, how Jesus must 

be having a hissy fit in heaven to see wrong 

theology thriving. If I see another church as a 

competitor, it’s not that big of a leap to see them 

as enemies, whether or not we agree with what 

they believe or do. But are we really enemies? 

In the political realm, each election seats only one 

representative or governor or president, who tends 

to represent one of two political parties. It feels 

like an either/or situation. In those situations we 

might say, like the disciples: “We tried to stop 

them, because they were not following our 

ideology.” We tend to see the situation in terms of 

those who aren’t for us are against us, and 

vehemently so. 

Such stark opposition was on display on Thursday 

in Washington, D.C., when Dr. Blase Ford and Judge 

Kavanaugh gave their testimonies to the Senate 

judiciary committee. Our political ethos, plus two 

opposing recollections of what may have 

transpired 36 years ago, makes us want to remove 

the dissonance by simply taking sides, according to 

our often legitimate, strong feelings about assault 

accusations and our political affiliations. But when 

we view someone ahead of time as the enemy, we 

can dismiss their claims and don’t try standing in 

the limbo that mutually exclusive claims create. 

You see the problem in this oppositional attitude. 

It’s what Abraham Lincoln pointed to in an 1858 

speech, which he borrowed from verses in 

Matthew 12 that precede the who isn’t for me is 

against me line: The line that “a house divided 

against itself will not stand.” 

If we abide in this state of mind that everybody 

who’s not with me is my enemy, then the church 

will fight within itself and it will not stand. If U.S. 

citizens abide in an oppositional mode, that fellow 

citizens are our enemy, then the nation will not 

stand—it will implode, it will crumble. And this will 

make some so-called enemies of ours very happy. 

There are people who do not want the 242-year-

old American experiment of political and spiritual 

democracy to succeed, because they see the 

church and the United States as that Johnny Come 

Lately whiz casting out the demons of oppression 

and authoritarianism. They are invested in keeping 

injustice and ideology around in Russia and 

elsewhere and want our house of conscience and 

freedom to fall.  

For the democratic institutions of our government 

and our mainline Protestant church to thrive, for 

our faith in one God who loves us all to thrive into 



the future, though, we must not make new 

enemies without counting the cost of doing so. ii 

Another future is possible with a more generous 

graciousness that allows us to live with people who 

disagree with us and to remain in loving dialogue 

with them. Sure, there are real enemies out there. 

But knee-jerk suspicion and competitive attitudes 

will short-circuit our ability to maintain the bonds 

of society through love. 

5. 

I was interviewed last week by a local newspaper 

about the three billboards on I-95 that say things 

like “Pray for All, Vote for Science.” It may have 

surprised the journalist that I, a pastor, appreciated 

the message that religion and science can co-exist 

within our considerations of voting. But we can be 

spiritual, religious, science-friendly citizens. 

Religion and science don’t have to be and aren’t in 

my mind enemies. We can and will be neighbors 

seeking truth from different places, one from 

calculable places and another from incalculable 

places, complementing each other. 

The Story Corps project recently posted a 

conversation between Amina Amdeen and Joseph 

Weidknechtiii. They both showed up to a rally 

against Donald Trump in late 2016: Amina, a young 

Muslim-American woman, to protest Trump and 

his immigration rhetoric; and Joseph, a European-

American young man, to counter-protest in favor 

of Donald Trump. But when Amina realized that 

some anti-Trump demonstrators were trying to 

take Joseph’s MAGA hat and light Joseph’s shirt on 

fire, Amina intervened, recalling that as a woman 

who wears a hijab and who has had people try to 

take hers off her head, you just don’t do that. 

   "’I don't think we could be any further apart as 

people, and yet, it was just kinda like this common 

“that's not OK” moment,’ Weidknecht says.” 

Amina is the first Muslim person Joseph has met, 

and Amina hasn’t spent much time around Trump 

ii Matthew 12:30, NIV. 
ii My song about enemies: “Make new enemies, keep the old: One is 

bitter and the other cold.” 

supporters, but they have a friendship now that 

was only possible because they both rejected the 

notion that they must be enemies. 

6. 

Whether it is our role in church, in our attitudes 

toward politics or religion, we have the words and 

actions of Jesus as our guide.  

Discipleship is costly work, to declare over and over 

again to people who look like competitors and who 

disagree with us:  

There is something in common in us through God 

that we will not sweep aside or dismiss. 

We will not be enemies.    

We will be neighbors and maybe friends.  

We will love each other. 

Jesus not only gives us the example of generous 

graciousness in relationship with the healer. He 

also sets such an example of divine love on Good 

Friday and in the resurrection. 

When Jesus forgives those who crucify him and 

offers paradise to the thief being crucified next to 

him, he declares we will not be enemies from the 

cross. When the risen Christ enables Peter who 

denied him three times to declare three times that 

he loves Jesus, Jesus gives space for reconciliation 

so that they will not become enemies. And the 

Easter event itself is God’s declaration that God will 

not even let the Son’s death separate us from 

God’s love. 

  We are not and will not be God’s enemies.  

  We are God’s children. Beloved children. 

  And we are here to love God and one another. 

“Love is the only force capable of transforming an 

enemy into friend;” and love is the force that 

prevents people from becoming enemies in the 

first place. Let us be neighbors to one another in 

love, not by waiting for the other to see our divine 

spark of love, but by us seeing their spark first. 

Amen. 

iii https://www.npr.org/2018/09/28/652195464/an-unlikely-pair-
share-a-moment-that-goes-beyond-politics 

                                                           


