My friends, following a week of warmer weather and a foretaste of the spring that is soon to come, it is a special joy for all of us associated with the College of Our Lady of the Elms to be welcomed into your homes this morning as we celebrate this Eucharist, the very sacrament of God’s great love for all of us.

The presence of a diverse group of Elms students – representing both our traditional undergraduate student body and growing number of non-traditional students engaged in undergraduate and graduate study – reminds all of us of the many new and exciting directions in which our diocesan college continues to grow because of the faithful support and prayers of people like yourselves, the viewers of the Chalice of Salvation.

In a special way, the presence of the members of the permanent diaconate class of 2013 who, along with the spouses, study for four years at the Elms is a reminder of the many creative ways in which Elms College now partners with the Diocese of Springfield in the formation of ministers – ordained and unordained – for the church of today and tomorrow.

Today’s scripture readings confront all of us with some very challenging – yet very central – tenets of Jesus’ teaching.    We are told in a very direct and unambiguous fashion just what it is that will be required of a follower of Jesus and the new way of life he sets forth.

We hear hard things like: “be perfect as your heavenly father is perfect.”  “Should anyone press you into service for one mile, go with that person for two miles.”  Perhaps hardest of all, we hear “love your enemies.”

We suddenly realize after listening to today’s readings from scripture that discipleship is not as simple or as easy as we perhaps thought, or would like.   Discipleship is not for the fainthearted or for the weak of will.

Those who have devoted their entire lives to the academic study of the scriptures tell us that with the command “love your enemies,” Jesus seems to have pushed the envelope just a little too far.  The vast majority of Jesus’ first followers could agree with the wisdom of the command to love god to love neighbor.   Many could even understand the subtle fact that the love of god and the love of neighbor are really one love.  When I love my neighbor, I am implicitly showing love of god and vice-versa.

These same scholars tell us that the first followers of Jesus might have even understand that when Jesus was telling his disciples to be perfect as their heavenly father was perfect, he was really telling them to be strive to be holy as their heavenly father is holy.

But the command to love their enemies seemed to be the last straw.   Why would or why should anybody love their enemies?  Doesn’t that command go against every ounce of common sense and violate the most human intuition to protect ourselves from the things and people that would hurt us? In a violent world of ethnic wars, suicide bombings, political unrest why would any of us trust, let alone love an enemy?

One person who has spent considerable time wrestling with this question is the Yugoslavian-born theologian Miroslav Wolf who currently teaches at Yale Divinity School.  Wolf’s father was imprisoned in the death camps of Nazi Germany and violently tortured.  As a child and adolescent Wolf witnessed the aftermath of that war and the distrust for the enemy that lingered and seemed only to fester with time.  After the war, Wolf’s younger brother was accidentally killed by enemy soldiers who were supposedly “rough-housing” with him on the streets.  As a theologian and ordained minister, Wolf has spent countless hours writing, teaching, and preaching about the meaning and implications of Jesus’ gospel command to love our enemies.

Wolf focuses most of his discussion of Jesus’ command to love one’s enemy not on the power of the enemy who has inflicted harm and is usually more powerful than ourselves in so many respects.  Rather, Wolf focuses his attention on the unique power of the victim has the power to forgive: a power that the enemy who has inflicted the harm does not possess.

Others may harm me, others may hurt me.  Others may inflict physical or emotional pain.  They may insult me and rob me of my personal dignity.  They may seem to have power over me.  But I possess a far greater power.  And, that is the power to forgive them.

According to wolf, the great command of jesus to love one’s enemy is deeply rooted in the victim’s unique power to forgive one’s enemy.   For jesus, love of one’s enemies begins with forgiveness of one’s enemies.

Each week this year, Dominican Sister Barbara Reid offers a reflection on the week’s readings in the Jesuit magazine, America.  In this week’s column, Sister Barbara recalls a visit she had several years ago with Bishop Samuel Ruiz of Mexico.  

Bishop Ruiz, who died just last year, was noted for his role as a mediator in the conflict between the Mexican government and people of his diocese seeking basic human rights.  For his advocacy on behalf of the poor, Bishop Ruiz received numerous death threats.  In fact, the day he arrived for the interview with Sister Barbara, he was escorted by bodyguards and arrived in a bullet-proof van.  

When Sister Barbara asked Bishop Ruiz how he had come to live so completely Jesus’ command to love one’s enemies, he responded “I have no enemies.  There are some who would want to make themselves my enemies, but I have no enemies.”  

What was Bishop Ruiz’s secret?  How could he claim to have no enemies?  Quite simply, he had forgiven them.   And, in the process, he came to know peace: an inner peace that the world cannot give us.

In the midst of what has been a very hard and difficult winter, our scriptures say some hard and difficult things to us today:  be perfect and holy as your heavenly father is perfect; walk with your neighbor the extra mile; and love your enemies.

The more I read and re-read the gospels, the more I see the gospels lived out in day-to-day life at Elms College, the more I am convinced the very thing that constitutes the holiness and perfection of god we seek to imitate, the very thing that enables us to walk with our neighbor the extra mile, and the very thing that strengthens us in our ability to love our enemy is forgiveness.

It is this forgiveness that enabled Jesus from the cross to pray for those who would be his enemies: “forgive them, for they know not what they do.”  And, it is this forgiveness that gives birth to the unconditional love of god we celebrate now at this altar.

