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Seventh Sunday after the Epiphany 
Feb. 19, 2017 
St. James Church 
Leviticus 19:1-2,9-18; Psalm 119:33-40; 1 Corinthians 3:10-11,16-23; 

Matthew 5:38-48 
 
By Becky Jones 
 
After the first month of the new Republican administration in Washington  
the country was in chaos.  
Nothing was going as it was supposed to.  
Legislation was stalled.  
The president’s policy agenda was unclear. 
Everywhere, there was havoc and despair. 
 
It was so bad, that the secretary of state sat down  
and wrote a letter to his boss, the president of the United States. 
 
“We are at the end of a month’s administration,” he wrote,  
“and yet without a policy either domestic or foreign… 
Further delay to adopt and prosecute our policies … 
would not only bring scandal on the administration,  
but danger upon the country.”  
He said if the president weren’t able to do it,  
then he HAD to give de facto power to someone else  
to take the lead and get things done. 
 
And then William H. Seward sealed the letter,  
and sent it to Abraham Lincoln.  
 
And as soon as he got Seward’s letter,  
a beleaguered President Lincoln sat down  
and responded point by point.  
In conclusion, Lincoln said simply,  
“If this must be done, I must do it.” 
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This very frank exchange between two bitter rivals,  
rather than widening the distance between them,  
actually brought them closer.  
You can read all about it in historian Doris Kearns Goodwin’s 
2005 Pulitzer-prize winning book, “Team of Rivals.”  
I highly recommend the book. 
 
Goodwin reveals how,  
despite the fact that Seward had very nearly won  
the Republican nomination for president in 1860  
in a bitterly contested convention,  
Lincoln valued the man’s intellect, his abilities, and his humor.  
And when it came time to appoint his cabinet,  
he invited Seward,  
along with two other rivals – Ohio Sen. Salmon P. Chace,  
and Missouri Congressman Edward Bates –  
to join his team.  
When the editor of the Chicago Tribune asked Lincoln  
why on earth he would invite these men –  
who hated him –  
to serve alongside him,  
he said “We need the strongest men in the party in the cabinet.  
I had no right to deprive the country of their services.” 
 
On this President’s Day weekend, it’s a good time to recall Abraham 
Lincoln.  
He rightfully sits at the very top of most presidential historians’  
lists of greatest presidents.  
He saved our country at the time when it was most imperiled.  
 
Thanks to historians like Goodwin, 
today we know a lot about President Lincoln’s management style,  
his plain-spokenness,  
his single-minded goal of preserving the union, at all costs.  
We know a lot about Abraham Lincoln the politician.  
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We really know far less about Abraham Lincoln, the Christian.  
He didn’t belong to any church,  
nor did he explicitly profess his Christian faith.  
But he often quoted the Bible,  
and he is known to have thought deeply about God’s ways in human history. 
 
Lincoln repeatedly adapted the Christian themes  
of sacrificial love and new birth  
to the national experience of the Civil War.  
He often spoke of the need to save the soul of the nation,  
and he believed that the Civil War was God’s punishment on our nation  
for the sin of slavery.  
But he also knew that the whole nation,  
not just the south,  
was responsible for slavery,  
and he made it clear that we were all in this together.  
 
During the Civil War,  
hatred became entrenched between the North and South. 
The worldviews of the two sides were just so opposed 
that it was easy for one side to demonize the other,  
But Lincoln refused to speak in those terms or to exhibit hatred for the South. 
At one point, he was criticized for his benevolence to the rebels.  
His critic reminded Lincoln that there was a war going on,  
and that the Confederates were the enemy,  
and they should be destroyed.  
But Lincoln wisely responded,  
“I destroy my enemies when I make them my friends.” 
 
I think that’s the same thing Jesus was telling his disciples  
in the Sermon on the Mount.  
“I say to you, love your enemies,  
and pray for those who persecute you,  
that you may be children of your Father in heaven.” 
 
Whether or not we, as individuals, feel like we have actual enemies 
Lord knows we all encounter difficult people in our lives –  
people that we are tempted to hate, to mock, to want to destroy.  
And some people, rightly or wrongly, feel the same way about us; 
therefore only fools let their guard down and put away their weapons. 
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That’s the way of the world. 
 
But Jesus reminds us that that is not God’s way.  
The wisdom of this world is foolishness with God. 
So Jesus tells us that instead of hating our enemies,  
and trying to destroy them, 
we need to pray for them,  
to show them consideration,  
to look out for their best interests,  
to emphasize the positive wherever we can.  
God never says we have to LIKE them.  
But we have to love them.  
And maybe, just maybe, this will result in turning an enemy into a friend.  
 
Though William Seward was Abraham Lincoln’s fiercest rival,  
eventually he became his most steadfast ally.  
How on earth did that happen? 
 
Martin Luther King once reflected on the surprising friendship 
between Lincoln and Seward. 
He summed it up in one of his most famous sermons, 
which was based on this gospel passage we read this morning. 
“Returning hate for hate multiplies hate,” Dr. King said,  
“adding deeper darkness to a night already devoid of stars.  
Darkness cannot drive out darkness;  
only light can do that.  
Hate cannot drive out hate;  
only love can do that.  
Hate multiplies hate, violence multiplies violence,  
and toughness multiplies toughness in a descending spiral of destruction.” 
 
Dr. King concluded that we have followed the “practical way” for too long, 
and it has led only to chaos and confusion.  
Time, he said, is “cluttered with the wreckage of communities 
which surrendered to hatred and violence.” 
That doesn’t mean we have to give up, and give in. 
No, we must never relinquish our privilege and our obligation to love.  
This is how we create the beloved community. 
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In words that ring as prophetic now as when he uttered them, 
Dr. King said to the segregationists who opposed the Civil Rights 
Movement: 
“We shall match your capacity to inflict suffering  
by our capacity to endure suffering.  
We shall meet your physical force with soul force.  
Do to us what you will,  
and we shall continue to love you.  
We cannot in all good conscience obey your unjust laws  
because noncooperation with evil  
is as much a moral obligation as is cooperation with good.  
Throw us in jail and we shall still love you.  
Bomb our homes and threaten our children,  
and we shall still love you.  
Send your hooded perpetrators of violence into our community at the 
midnight hour  
and beat us and leave us half dead,  
and we shall still love you.  
 
But be ye assured that we will wear you down by our capacity to suffer.  
One day we shall win freedom but not only for ourselves.  
We shall so appeal to your heart and conscience  
that we shall win you in the process  
and our victory will be a double victory.’’ 
 
Never was a command of Jesus’s so hard to follow, 
yet never has our world needed this difficult teaching more.  
So on this President’s Day weekend, 
let’s remember the example of our 16th president 
and let’s see if we can’t destroy some enemies – 
destroy them by making them our friends, 
by loving them and praying for them, 
and in the process, transforming ourselves and our world.  
 
Amen  
 
 
 
 


