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Welcome:  Welcome to the United Church of Strafford, Vermont, on this Seventh Sunday 

after Pentecost.   Welcome to those of you in the sanctuary and those online.   

The United Church of Christ calls on its churches to practice extravagant hospitality.  

Dorothy Day was the 20th Century founder of the Catholic Worker Movement that practices 

Christ-like hospitality to people in extreme need all over the world.  She worked tirelessly and 

was arrested many times trying to make the world less cold-hearted and violent.   

Dorothy Day wrote,  

When you love people, you see all the good in them, all the Christ in them. 
God sees Christ…in us and loves us. And so we should see Christ in others, 
and nothing else, and love them…. If we love each other enough, we will bear 
with each other’s faults and burdens. …. It is love that will make us want to do 
great things for each other.  No sacrifice and no suffering will then seem too 
much.   

 

We will sing the great John Greenleaf Whittier hymn, “Dear Lord and Father of Mankind” 

in a few minutes.  We’ll sing a different first line—“Dear God, Embracing Humankind”—but 

otherwise the words are all his.  I recommend reading it or singing it anytime you are stressed and 

in need of calm and connection to the Spirit.  Among many beautiful phrases it includes 

“interpreted by love.”  That is the theme of this service, and it is what Dorothy Day was talking 

about when she said, “When you love people, you see all the good in them.”  

Let us practice seeing one another here through the lens of love and let us feel moved to do 

great things for one another, extending our openhearted care, both in person and on Zoom.   

 

Call to Worship:  Dorothy Day also wrote,  

Whenever I groan within myself and think how hard it is to keep writing about 
love in these times of tension and strife which may at any moment become for 
us all a time of terror, I think to myself…what else do we all want, each one of 
us, except to love and be loved, in our families, in our work, in all our 
relationships. God is Love. Love casts out fear. Even the most ardent 
revolutionist, seeking to change the world, to overturn the tables of the money 
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changers, is trying to make a world where it is easier for people to love, to 
stand in that relationship to each other…. Love and ever more love is the only 
solution to every problem that comes up. 
 

Let us open our hearts wide to the guidance of the Spirit today, seeking the wisdom of 

knowing exactly how to love in order to help solve the problems that we face now in our lives and 

world… 

 

Children’s Time:   The 25th Psalm that we read says to God, “You teach the humble your 

way.”  Humble means that you know that you do not know everything, you seek greater wisdom 

and higher power, you want to learn and grow, you ask questions.   

Someone asked Jesus what we need to do in order to live in the realm of God, to live a life 

that overcomes death, and the answer, Jesus said, is to love God with all our hearts, minds, souls 

and bodies, and to love our neighbor as our self.  Jesus made it clear that our neighbor could be a 

stranger or even an enemy.   

My cousin came up to her pastor in Ohio after a sermon about loving our neighbor as our 

self and asked, “Do you mean I have to love even a person who is unlovable?”  (She had someone 

in mind!)  

The pastor said, “Yes, especially the unlovable.”   

My cousin said, “Well that’s impossible,” and she left the church and never went back.   

She didn’t understand that the love Jesus is calling us to have is not a feeling.  It is an 

orientation, a way of being and seeing, like a pair of glasses, a lens that helps us see people and 

the world differently.  The lens of love helps us see reasons to have compassion for every person, 

and compassion then moves us to generous-hearted loving kindness.  You can still not like 

someone and stand against them and yet have compassion for them and treat them with 

lovingkindness.   

An enemy of Mahatma Gandhi’s religion had done a horrible crime in the civil strife 

between the two religions.  The man had killed a young boy of Gandhi’s religion, and he felt 

unforgivable guilt and he said he was living in hell.   

Gandhi told him he knew a way out of hell: find a boy of Gandhi’s religion whose parents 

had been killed and raise him as his own beloved son, but raise him to be not his religion, but the 

religion of his birth, in other words, raise his son to be the religion of his enemy.   
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Gandhi may not have liked the man, but Gandhi saw him through a lens of love that 

enabled him to have compassion and act with lovingkindness.  He loved his enemy by showing 

him that to love his enemy as his own flesh would free him from suffering.   

Loving like this has the power to overcome hate and death, and creates more love, but it’s 

not easy to do.  We need a higher power.  There is something that helps us put on the glasses of 

love, that shifts our vision, that opens our heart to the Spirit of compassion and love, the higher 

power that filled Jesus… Prayer! 

Let us pray together the Lord’s Prayer… 

 

Sermon:  Interpreted by Love 

Today’s gospel passage is one of the most central to our understanding of the way of 

Christ.  It can be summed up in the two great commandments, to love God with all our heart, 

mind, soul and strength, and to love our neighbor as our self.  The parable of the Good Samaritan 

adds a crucial clarification, giving Jesus’ answer to the question, “Who is my neighbor?” 

In the story, two righteous Jews avoid the bleeding, half-dead Jew in the ditch.  Then the 

Samaritan comes along.  Jews treated Samaritans with hostility and oppression.  The Samaritan 

could have been thankful to see his enemy hurt, or at least be cold-hearted about it.  Instead, he 

has compassion.  He does not let social or religious rules or nationalist hatreds stop him.  He 

treats the Jew with unconditional lovingkindness.  He makes his enemy his neighbor.   

A useful modern interpretation of this passage is to say it means that anyone who has a 

need is our neighbor, no matter who they are or how different from us.  If we see any need, we do 

not think, “Is that a friend or an enemy?”  We think simply, “Here is a need and an opportunity to 

practice lovingkindness.  This person is therefore my neighbor.  I must love them as my self.” 

This is a beautiful and good interpretation, yet still too conditional.  Jesus answered the 

question, “Who is my neighbor,” by saying simply everyone.   Jesus broke down barriers and 

defied prejudices again and again: Samaritans; Romans; women; children; tax collectors; lepers; 

the mentally ill; adulterers; both the poor and the rich; Pharisees and those who were declared 

impure by the Pharisees, like a naked, bleeding man in a ditch—Jesus loved and extended his 

neighborliness to them all. 
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He calls us to do the same.  With time, effort and the Spirit’s help, we can get to that 

loving perspective with most people in our lives, but there is one despicable person who is hardest 

of all to love, and without being able to love this one, we may not truly love any others.  The 

psychologist Carl Jung put it this way: 

Is there ever a doubt in my mind that it is virtuous to give alms to the beggar, 
to forgive him who offends me, yes, even to love my enemy in the name of 
Christ?  No, not once does such a doubt cross my mind, certain as I am that 
what I have done unto the least of my brethren I have done unto Christ.  But 
what if I should discover that the least of all brethren, the poorest of all 
beggars, the most insolent of all offenders, yes, even the very enemy 
himself—that these live within me; that I myself stand in need of the alms of 
my own kindness, that I am to myself the enemy who is to be loved—what 
then?    (Carl Jung, Modern Man in Search of a Soul) 
 

Jung’s observations of human nature led him to answer that question by saying that, “Then 

the whole Christian truth is turned upside down” and we condemn and rage against ourselves.  

“We refuse to receive the least among the lowly in ourselves with open arms.” 

The 25th Psalm that we read together pleads with God, “Do not remember the sins on my 

youth or my transgressions; according to your steadfast love remember me, for your goodness’ 

sake, O God!”  We ask God to interpret our lives with love, and yet when we confront our own 

worst selves, the sins of our youth or our daily faults or our stinking thinking, what do we do?  

Most of us respond with hostility, with coldness turned against ourselves.  We resist, we defend, 

we self-accuse, we self-hate, or we try to escape and hide from the truth of our own repulsiveness.  

We do whatever we can to oppress or repress our inner enemy. 

Richard Rohr, founder of the Center for Action and Contemplation, says, “Pain that is not 

transformed will be transmitted.”  If we do not transform our inner enemies, we will transmit the 

pain they cause us, we will act out in some way.   

Dostoevsky wrote, “One may stand perplexed before some thoughts, especially seeing 

[people’s] sin, asking ourselves, ‘Shall I take if by force, or by humble love?’  Always resolve to 

take it by humble love.  If you so resolve once and for all, you will be able to overcome the whole 

world.  A loving humility is a terrible power, the most powerful of all, nothing compares with it.” 

(from The Brothers Karamazov) 

If we view our inner flaws and faults through a lens of humble love, we may in time heal 

them and be free of the pain and conflict of them. 
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This means treating our worst thoughts and impulses and memories of our past wrongs the 

way the Samaritan treated his enemy.  Instead of defending or accusing, instead of cold resistance 

or denial or distraction when we see the repulsive part of our self, we need to attend to it with 

compassion and lovingkindness.  We welcome it as Jesus welcomed people to change them with 

his love, to bring them healing and peace. 

What matters is not what came before or what will happen after, but in this present 

moment how will we respond to the person before us, or the inner enemy within us? 

Jesus said, “Do not judge.”  We do not need to judge ourselves for what we call negative 

thoughts or feelings or evil impulses, nor do we have to judge others.  Judging is not our job, and 

more importantly, it is not helpful.  It gets in the way.   

There is only one law by which we are called to interpret the world.  We are to interpret it 

by love.  That may seem weak, far weaker than punishments or hard, cold, violent resistance.  But 

as Dostoevsky said and Jesus and Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr. and Dorothy Day proved, 

humble love is the most powerful force in the universe, far more powerful and effective at 

changing the world that violence or hate. 

We may die still having the same enemies we struggled with all our lives, but our love will 

not die, and in time it will overcome the world.  What a Good Samaritan does for someone in a 

ditch will ripple out forever with its positive effects.  It was three hundred years later that Christ’s 

love overcame the Roman Empire, and his love is still working powerfully today.  He is asking us 

to join him in it.  “Go and do likewise,” is how he ends the story.   

“Go and do likewise.” 

So consider: who within you or around you is the enemy you need to love and care for in 

your life right now to make your enemy your neighbor?  What situation could you change by 

interpreting it by love and treating it with compassion? 

Let us pray in silence, asking for the higher power we need, the Spirit’s guidance and 

strength to love… 

Haiku by Mel Goertz: 

                      A broken branch 

        of pussywillows 

                                grew up into a willow tree. 


