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     In one of Jesus’ more quoted lines from the Gospels, he says, “Take my yoke upon you, 

for my yoke is easy and my burden is light.”  I’m sure this line has served as an inspiration for 

many who are seeking more meaning in their own lives.  Many may want to experience this 

light yoke themselves.  Today, Jesus challenges us with his teaching on turning the other 

cheek and loving your enemies.  Is this an easy teaching?  Is this a light burden to take on?   

     We are all aware of the current state of discourse in our country.  It should be no big 

surprise though.  For a long time, many in our society have chosen sides, set up their 

membership tests, identified their enemies, and began a long battle of hurling caustic and 

vitriolic attacks at each other.  Even outside of politics, our language and behavior towards 

others has degraded to what I can only call common.  I live in downtown Frederick, and you 

would not believe the stuff I hear while sitting in my living room from those walking by and 

while walking my dog.  In this atmosphere, Jesus is once again reissuing the same challenge 

to all of us as he did to his listeners all those years ago. 

     Let’s explore what that challenge means to us today.  I think the starting point is to realize 

who we are as Catholic Christians.  In our first reading from Leviticus, the Lord tells Moses to 

remind the Israelite community that they are different.  He says to them, “Be holy, for I the 

Lord, your God, am holy.”  St. Paul tells the Corinthians in our second reading, “Do you not 

know that you are temples of God, and that the Spirit of God dwells in you?  For the temple of 

God, where you are, is holy.”  
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     In both readings, we hear the word “holy” and that we are holy.  Do we really believe this?  

If we do, what difference does it make?  For the Israelite community, it meant they were not 

like the communities around them.  They lived by the Law of God, and one of the greatest 

precepts of that Law is the one we hear at the end of the first reading.  You shall love your 

neighbor as yourself.  Jesus neatly piggybacks off of that precept in the Gospel reading today 

by taking it to its logical conclusion.  He makes several statements, but I want to focus on just 

one.  Jesus says love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.  Do not hate them, 

launch vitriolic attacks against them, or attempt to demonize them.   

     Let’s look at some of the key words in this saying.  The first is the word “Love”.  What 

does Jesus mean when he uses this word?  All biblical scholars agree that Love is translated 

from the Greek word Agape.  It means to look upon someone with unconquerable 

benevolence and invincible goodwill.  If we regard someone with agape it means we wish 

them benevolence and goodwill regardless of their actions toward us.  We never allow 

bitterness or hatred to invade our hearts.  We seek nothing but their highest good. 

     The second word is “Enemy”.  Who or what is an enemy?  In the simplest sense, it is 

someone who stands in opposition to what we want to do.  The opposition could be on a 

philosophical level such as opposing sides in a debate over issues or values.  It could also be 

so harmful as to amount to persecution.  It could be very personal or involve destructive 

competition.  Enemies can come in all shapes and sizes.  We all have them, and very rarely do 

we benefit from them. 

     To wish goodwill and benevolence toward those who stand against us is not a natural 

human reaction.  We see the natural human reaction every day.  It exists not only in our 

politics but in our everyday relationships.  It leads to division, heartache, and on a global 
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scale, war.  So, how do we follow Jesus’ teaching to love our enemies?  One of the biggest 

mistakes we make is thinking that this love has to come from the heart.  Absolutely not!  That 

will never work.  This kind of love comes from the mind.  It is a positive act of good will that 

we cannot make happen on our own.  It is only through the grace of Jesus Christ and 

continually practicing with the help of his grace that we can accomplish this.  When we feel 

ourselves starting to go down that road of anger and bitterness, we need to remember today’s 

gospel.  Then, say a prayer to Jesus asking for his help.  He will change our bitter and angry 

minds to ones of peace and goodwill.  It may take a while, and the more bitterness and anger 

we have toward someone or something, the longer it is going to take.  With patience, 

perseverance, and Jesus’ direct help, we can begin to live this difficult teaching. 

     It is also important to remember that this spiritual practice is not going to make our 

enemies go away.  We will always have them.  Jesus is trying to make sure that whatever 

bitterness and hatred is directed toward us doesn’t work its way into our own thoughts and 

actions.  If we believe we are the chosen and holy people described in our readings, can we 

still be that type of person with hatred and bitterness controlling our hearts?  What type of 

Christians are we, really?  This is where our faith is truly tested.  Jesus tells us as much when 

he says so what if we only love those who love us and greet those who look and think like us.  

Big deal!  It will get us nowhere because even those who profess no faith in anything do that.  

We, as Christians with the help of Jesus Christ, are called to something much greater. 

     The Gospel closes with an interesting line from Jesus.  He says, “Be perfect just as your 

heavenly Father is perfect.”  How can anyone be as perfect as God?  Perfect is translated from 

the Greek term teleios.  This type of perfection is not an abstract or philosophical ideal.  

Whoever achieves this type of perfection realizes the purpose for which he or she came into 
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the world.  For example, say you have a screw that needs tightening.  You find a screwdriver 

that fits your hand just right and exactly fits the screw.  It is now easy to tighten the screw.  

That screwdriver fits its purpose.  It is perfect. 

     What is the purpose to which we were born into the world?  In the very beginning, Genesis 

tells us we were born in the image and likeness of God.  St. Paul tells us in the second reading 

that we are temples of God and have his spirit in us.  If that is true, we achieve our perfection 

if we have the type of goodwill and benevolence that God has toward all of his creation.  We 

see that ultimate act of goodwill in Jesus’ death on the cross for us when we were still sinners.  

We become who we were truly meant to be the more we learn to forgive, to care for others, 

and to put behind us the bitterness and hatred that divides. 

     In the beginning of this homily, I mentioned Jesus teaching on the light yoke.  This 

teaching totally fits the light yoke.  Let’s think just for a moment about all the stuff we carry 

around with us- the disappointments, broken dreams, broken friendships, and who or what we 

blame for all of these.  What if we could lay all of that down forever?  How much easier 

would our journey be?  What would it be like replacing bitterness with love?  How about 

replacing anger with peace?  Wouldn’t it be great to get out of the judgment business?  We 

would still have our problems, but maybe we could find a more constructive way to deal with 

them.  A way that wouldn’t create more difficulty.  A way of love. 

     Let us all pray that God will diminish our negativity towards others.  That he will teach us 

to balance our stress with hope.  That he will expand our tolerance for ambiguity and our need 

to prove others wrong.  And finally, that God will cultivate in us a skillfulness to love, using 

every situation and life experience as a means toward growth in his likeness.  Then we will 

become holy, perfect, and temple worthy for God’s spirit.                   
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