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      In 1991, I moved into an apartment just half a block south of Sunset Boulevard in an eclectic neighborhood in the heart of Hollywood. Well, maybe not the actual heart—more like the clogged artery where guitar shops and tattoo parlors stood shoulder to shoulder with Russian bakeries and synagogues. Hasidic men in dark wool suits shuffled past heavy-metal-looking hookers in black patent leather. This was the Hollywood of contradictions and complexity. And I was right there in the middle of it all.

      I moved into a one-bedroom apartment in a building that had been around since 1926. It had its share of secrets smudged into its nicotine-stained walls, each one holding stories of famous faces and forgotten souls. Rumor had it that Famous Amos, whose cookie would go on to change the world, lived in my apartment. The building was full of stories—some romantic, others tragic. By the time I arrived, musicians had taken over many of the apartments, including a band with one of the best names in rock ‘n’ roll history: Pygmy Love Circus.

      None of the guys in this band were small by any account. Despite their rough, intimidating appearance, they were all surprisingly kindhearted. They welcomed me into their world, and soon I became part of their circle—which meant invitations to their wild parties, where the nights blurred into mornings. Soon their friends became my friends, including Don, who I thought was their drug dealer. Turns out, he was just their roadie. I guess my assumption was a little correct.

      One night, during one of their epic parties, Don approached me with a question that caught me off guard. I would have seen it coming had I remembered that he had recently gotten clean and was committed to turning his life around. He was beginning his journey through the Twelve Steps and was curious about something. For some reason, he thought I would be the one to help. With a little hesitation, Don asked, “Will you go to church with me?” And for some reason, I said yes.

      Church was not a foreign place for me. Growing up, I had attended every Sunday. I had participated in youth group and Sunday school. I even had spent most of my childhood attending a deeply religious school. I had faith, but not the words to articulate it. I loved God but didn’t know how to express it. And I was pretty sure I knew who Jesus was, even though I didn’t really take the stuff he was saying very seriously. But at that point in my life, I couldn’t remember the last time I had stepped into a church. I didn’t know anyone who went to church. It seemed Don was in the same boat. His question surprised me, and yet, something inside me knew I couldn’t back out. So I said yes.

      The next morning, slightly hungover but determined, I got up and prepared for our outing. We planned to meet at 9:45, which seemed early enough for a Sunday, but as I stood outside waiting for Don, I couldn’t help hoping he would bail on me. Maybe he’d forgotten or chickened out. Still, part of me wanted to go, just to see where this strange journey would lead.

      I had walked the neighborhood enough to know that there were two churches nearby. One was two blocks north of our apartment. The other, two blocks to the east. That one had a rainbow flag outside its doors to let the world know it was inclusive to all.

      At 9:55, Don pushed through the metal gate of our building, flustered and apologetic. Unwilling to try two new environments at one time, Don and I walked north toward St. Thomas the Apostle Episcopal Church, a beautiful stone structure sitting at the edge of the Hollywood Hills. The service started at 10:30, so we had time to observe the parishioners as they greeted each other with warmth and affection. I still had that gnawing question: Why had Don asked me to be his sidekick? So I straight up asked him, “Why me?”

      I didn’t think this was an outrageous question. I was not the poster child of Jesus. Nor was I a shining example of sainthood. My halo—if I ever had one—had been lost or left behind in some dark, dingy place. When Don invited me, God knows what was in my system. And only God and I knew all the shit I was doing when others weren’t around. So why me? I didn’t have to wonder long. Don, lighting a cigarette and glancing at me with a mix of uncertainty and hope, looked me in the eyes and simply said, “You’re the only person I know who mentions God without following it up with ‘damn.’” That was all he said. It was all either of us said. I stood there stunned as I watched him snuff out his cigarette and walk toward the door.

      Who would have thought not saying “god damn” would get you an invitation to heaven? In that moment, I realized that when we show up for each other, God shows up for us in the most unexpected ways. I inhaled a deep, nervous breath. And I followed him in. As we entered the church, my life began to change. It would take years—decades actually—before I would realize that Don’s invitation was God’s invitation all along. That small voice within us all that whispers, “Come with me.” An invitation Jesus extended to his followers: “Follow me and I will make you fishers of people” (Matt. 4:19).

      This was some crazy shit to say even back then. But that’s what Jesus does. He says shit that catches us off guard and gets us to respond in the most insane of ways. He corners us at the party and hits us with some crazy shit that only allows one of two responses. We can say no. Or we can drop our nets and follow him inside.

      When I began a summer sermon series in 2024 entitled, Shit Jesus Says, I told those who were in attendance, “If this title offends you, then buckle up. Because the shit Jesus says is offensive. And if you aren’t offended or challenged, then why bother?” Many people out there think they know Jesus. They speak about all his wonderful deeds and his amazing grace. They remark that he is the only one who can save you from the pit of eternal hell. I know this because that’s what I was taught. Jesus, like God, is to be feared and adored at the same time. In what world does that make sense? Not in mine. And apparently, not in Don’s.

      That day, we took our first steps into St. Thomas. And I would come to discover a God and Savior who said and did some offensive shit. Like loving the unlovable. Forgiving the unforgiveable. Bringing good news to the poor. Releasing folks from the prisons they’ve put themselves into. And giving sight to those blinded by their own prejudices, anger, racism, sexism, and all the other shit we do that harms others. Jesus is more than just someone who offends, shocks, or upsets the apple carts of society. He also opens the doors of our hearts and minds and invites us to come with him to see heaven. And his words teach us how to live in this heaven right now.

      My favorite 13th-century German mystic Meister Eckhart taught, “There is no need to look for God here or there. He is no further away than the door of your own heart.”⁠* As Don helped me realize, our hearts can tell an amazing story. Every broken heart, kind heart, gentle, hard, or hardened heart offers a testimony to the world—just as every plant and sunset and speck of sand can express God’s love for you. Sometimes the greatest and truest form of worship we can offer to God isn’t stepping into a church, but being the visible and tangible expression of God’s love and grace in the wilderness we call the world.

      The gospels give us numerous examples of how Jesus embodies God’s love in all the ways he responds to human need. Stories of healing, forgiving, feeding, and of course, sacrifice—putting others’ needs before his own. In Jesus, the word of God truly becomes flesh and blood. He meets us where we are. And brings us back to where we need to be. In him and through him, the will of God is proclaimed perfectly. No one is left out.

      But I am not convinced that human beings, especially those who claim to follow Jesus, have even come close to trying what is being asked of us. There have been some wonderful people and movements for sure. But Christianity as a whole—I believe—has failed. We need another big Jesus movement. A revolution from our apathy. A kick in the ass that wakes us up and sends us out there.

      Imagine if we actually believed this shit Jesus says and applied it to our lives? From the biggest moment to the most mundane, the world would be a much different place if we only took the steps to accept his invitation and go with him—to embrace his way and truly follow him. This could be a transformative movement.

      As Jesus pointed out to those who questioned his intentions, it’s not enough to honor God with our lips. Our words will fall on deaf ears if we refuse to also honor God with our hearts and hands. True worship—that which is truly pleasing to God—is manifesting God’s glory in all that we do. We see this throughout creation. The psalmist writes, “The heavens are telling the glory of God; the firmament proclaims God’s handiwork. Day to day pours forth speech, and night to night declares knowledge. There is no speech, nor are there words; their voice is not heard; yet their voice goes out throughout all the earth, their words to the end of the world” (Ps. 19:1–4). And in his letter to the church in Rome, Paul says, “Ever since the creation of the world his eternal power and divine nature, invisible though they are, have been understood and seen through the things he has made” (Rom 1:20). Eckhart echoed the Apostle’s sentiment. “A person who knew nothing but creatures would never need to attend any sermons, for every creature is full of God. A book of their own.”⁠*

      Just as we are a reflection of God’s glory, we are also an invitation to God’s love. The author of the Gospel of John describes Jesus as “The Word of God.” He uses the Greek word logos, which derives from the verb lego which means “to say, count, or gather.” John uses logos to describe Jesus as the living, eternal, divine word of God. His wisdom, reason, and purpose are fully embodied in the Christ—the full expression of God’s love made visible in human form. John believes Jesus lives his life as the purest expression of God’s love. And as such, he is the exact representation of God’s character, which is love.

      We can debate until the end of time whether or not Jesus is “The Christ”—the long, awaited Messiah who came to rescue the Israelites from their troubles. But if we believe the shit Jesus says to be true, then the gospel stories make this pretty clear: the way Jesus lives and what he teaches says something profound. I would argue that his entire life is a living testimony to God’s greatness and glory.

      Those who followed him, who took his words to heart and lived them out as he did, experience true transformation. Katie Hines-Shah argues, “The living word is not just text but must be embodied, meeting God’s people today in their deepest need. Our hands belong not over our hearts but at work for our neighbor, if we would have the word take flesh in us.”⁠* This is exactly what Jesus did as the living and divine embodiment of God’s love. When he says, “Come with me,” he is not asking us to go to church—he is inviting us to be the Church: to be his body and his love in ways that allow others to see God’s love in the flesh.

      You might not see yourself as a holy book. I certainly didn’t. But my neighbor Don helped me to realize that my words might be the only bible someone reads. And my willingness and friendship might be the only way someone encounters God and discovers their true worth. There will be Dons in all of our lives, people hungering and searching for something greater than the world can offer. You might be that person yourself. Or you might be someone who grew up with faith, but for one good reason or another walked away from it—like I did. Whoever you are, and whatever you are looking for, Jesus has something to say to guide your way.

      I once read this, written on the outside of an old, weathered church: “Wherever there is life, there is God.” And as Jesus showed us with his own life, wherever God is, there is love. So whenever or wherever we gather in love, people get a chance to meet God in the flesh. Our flesh. Our words. Our deeds.

      In all the beautiful shit he teaches us, Jesus gives us the words we need to inspire the world to love. His words show us how to create a way of life that transforms the hearts and minds of those around us. His words help us turn the world on its head. His words aren’t simply about being happy—they’re transformative. Not about finding prosperity, but something greater. The kind of abundance you can’t possibly put a price on—love, joy, peace, hope.

      If that sounds like some good shit to you, do yourself a favor and read on.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
* Meister Eckhart, Selected Writings, translated and edited by Oliver Davies (London: Penguin Classics, 1994), 199.

          

          
* Meister Eckhart, Sermon 9, in Meister Eckhart: The Essential Sermons, Commentaries, Treatises, and Defense, translated and introduced by Edmund Colledge and Bernard McGinn (New York: Paulist Press, 1981), 178.

          

          
* Katie Hines-Shah, “Living By The Word: January 23, Third Sunday after the Epiphany,” Christian Century 139, no. 1 (January 12, 2022).
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        Love. That’s it.
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            REPEAT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “This is the new commandment that I give to you,

        that you love one another as I have loved you.”

        —John 13:34

      

      

      Go back a page and reread chapter one until you’ve committed the entire thing to memory. Chant it like a mantra. Practice it like a drug addiction. Stich it in needlepoint. Tattoo it on your heart. Spray paint it on your brain. Make it a part of every breath you inhale, and I guarantee that it will also be in every breath you exhale. That is how love works. It’s that simple. It’s that hard.

      A good thing to keep in mind is that if this is as far as you read, you will still know everything you need to know to take Jesus’ shit seriously. In fact, I will dare you not to read any further until you can honestly say you’ve got the entire first step memorized.

      
        
        What’s that first step? Love. The second step? Love.

      

      

      Know it. Memorize it. Live it as if it’s the only thing that keeps you alive. Love is life. It is the key that unlocks heaven. Love is heaven. I am not talking about some celestial cloud we are flown to when we die. I am talking about here. Earth. North America. Central Asia. Scotland. Greenland. Poland. Moscow. Vancouver. Pittsburg. A Masai village in Tanzania. A ghetto in São Paulo. The red-light district in Phuket. A house in suburban Los Angeles. Heaven is in you. Heaven is in me.

      There is no place that is not God-created, God-blessed, and God-loved. Every space. Every nook and cranny. Everything is a vessel for God’s love, to be held or shared. Jesus has ushered in heaven here. And he gives us a foretaste of heaven to come. But he also says not everyone who calls ‘Lord, Lord’ will be saved (Matt. 7:21).

      Yes, you read that right. Those aren’t my words—they’re Jesus’ words. He says shit to get our attention and to get us to put our focus on where it needs to be. And where is that? Out there in the world. Inside your heart. And everywhere in between. Love is needed everywhere. So before you go any further, commit these two steps to memory.

      
        
        Step One: Love.

        Step Two: Repeat.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            THE KEY TO LOVE? DON’T BE A DICK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Do not judge, or you too will be judged.

        For in the same way you judge others,

        you will be judged, and with the measure

        you use, it will be measured to you.”

        —Matthew 7:1–2

      

      

      Would you agree that the opposite of love is hate? If so, then you probably also know it’s a little more complicated than that. I can hate mayonnaise, which I really do, but that doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate it for the condiment that it is. In the same way, I don’t like it when someone just assumes I want it on a sandwich. But I don’t despise someone who slathers it on their sandwich. I mean, I do quietly judge them—it’s gross—but that’s on me. And here’s the thing: that judgment is what I need to work on. The antidote? Acceptance.

      It's easy enough to accept someone’s decision to spread a glob of gross and disgusting mayo on a perfectly well constructed ham on rye. It gets harder, however, when it comes down to more personal issues like politics or religion. Jesus made it very clear when he said, “Don’t be a dick about it.” Actually, it was this guy Matt who said that. He’s not nearly as eloquent as Jesus, but he gets the point across. “Don’t be a dick, and people won’t dick you around.”

      The law of attraction suggests that if you show kindness you will attract kindness. Or if you are constantly judging others, you will attract judgment on yourself. So don’t be a dick. Learn to see people for who they are, even the ones you’d rather write off. That’s how love starts—by refusing to build walls between yourself and others.

      I think the same holds true with judging others. Do not seek to find fault in others. Instead, seek the opposite. Seek what is good about them. Going back to the mayonnaise example—mayonnaise is a condiment that adds moisture to an otherwise dry sandwich. Some would argue that its flavor complements the ingredients, like the meat and cheese and vegetables. Its texture provides a smooth contrast to the crunch of lettuce and the chewiness of the bread. I have often used mayonnaise as part of the base for something else. So even though I try to avoid it because I don’t like its smell, I can find a good reason to keep a jar in my fridge. Again, this is easy to realize when we’re considering something inanimate and mundane. But it’s not so easy when it comes to people. Or their political preferences.

      I think both Matt and Jesus would agree: this is where it is hard not to be a bit judgmental. It’s baked into our DNA. Humans use judgment to navigate relationships and understand behaviors. But Jesus isn’t calling us to stop making decisions. He’s asking us to stop being hypocrites. You know, the whole speck-and-log-in-the-eye thing. You can’t help someone see clearly when you’re blinded by your own mess. The absurdity of the image underscores the importance of self-awareness: remove your own flaws before pointing out the flaws in others. Jesus doesn’t prohibit addressing others’ faults, but he insists we do so humbly and with love.

      One does not need to look very far to see how hypocrisy has become the norm. In every political season, raincoat sales go up because of all the mudslinging. Politicians love pointing out every flaw and failure of their opponent while conveniently ignoring their own.

      In our culture, judgment and hypocrisy are running rampant not just in politics but in religious circles as well. When a culture is obsessed with morally superiority, it’s easy to be critical of others. But Jesus calls us to a different standard—a life of humility, self-reflection, and grace. Although it would have been just as easy for him to say, “Don’t be a dick,” Jesus opted to speak a little more eloquently: “Don’t judge, or you will be judged” (Matt. 7:1). It’s such a good saying that my dear friend Dawn likes to say, “That needs to be stitched on a tea towel.”

      Even though Jesus is pretty direct, it’s easy for us to ignore his words. And then we risk falling into the same hypocrisy trap as those who tried to entrap Jesus. He criticizes the political and religious leaders of his day for focusing on trivial rules while neglecting justice, mercy, and faithfulness (cf. Matthew 23:13–36). He calls them “blind guides”—people who are quick to enforce the rules on others but slow to look at their own hearts. Today, Jesus might say something like, “Woe to you, senators and sly foxes, who criticize others for not securing borders but refuse to pass the necessary legislation to do so.” Or perhaps a little closer to home, “Woe to you who preach against homosexuality while secretly hiding your own dark secret in the closet.” Ouch.

      We cannot escape life without making critical judgment calls. But we can critique others without condemning ourselves. It begins by acknowledging the huge plank protruding from our own eye before we point out the tiny speck of sawdust from someone else’s eye. Again, the absurdity of the image teaches this: you can’t help others see clearly if you can’t see your own faults. Jesus isn’t telling us not to help others with their specks, just address your own “planks” first. Be humble and self-aware, recognizing your own imperfections before judging others. This is a great way not to be a hypocritical dick but to show God’s love to someone in need of it.

      There’s a big difference between Republicans and Democrats when it comes to helping single mothers who rely on welfare programs to care for their children. One side says they shouldn’t have babies if they can’t afford them. Then it passes laws prohibiting them from terminating unwanted pregnancies. The other side isn’t much better by emphasizing bodily autonomy while mandating public health policies. Both sides love to point out the sawdust—without acknowledging the two-by-four protruding from their eyes.

      The brilliant Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung said, “Everything that irritates us about others can lead us to an understanding of ourselves.”⁠* Jesus invites us to look within ourselves—at the space between our head and heart where our words and deeds are born. If we take the time to do some honest self-examination, we can change the way we see the world, viewing it through the lens of a compassionate heart rather than one that condemns. Such a heart reminds us that we are all in need of grace and love—essential nutrients for our spiritual health. Renowned German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer reminds us, “When I judge, I am blind to my own evil and to the grace granted to the other person.”⁠*

      You see, Jesus says this shit not to offend us, but to awaken our hearts and minds to the kingdom of heaven that he is ushering in. This kingdom is for everyone. All are welcome. But we must understand that we are worth no more and no less than anyone else. We all have planks. We all have sawdust. Like Paul pointed out in Romans, “We all fall short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23). We all need God’s love and grace—no matter how big or small our need is.

      Our spiritual journey is not a competition; it’s about walking together toward God’s steadfast love. No one is morally or spiritually better than anyone else on this path. Each of us must look within ourselves before we look at another person with contempt. For it’s in our removing of the plank that we clear our vision and change our perspective. Instead of seeing others as objects of judgment, we can see them as God sees us—beloved children made from love for the purpose of love. When we see and understand others this clearly, we become more generous with our love, mercy, and grace. But first, we must learn to see beyond the kind of thinking that separates people into “good or bad” and “right or wrong.” We must remove the blinders from our eyes so we can see the divine presence in everyone.

      Hebrew scriptures teach us that we are all made in the divine image of God. We all draw from the same source for our nutrients. Any part of us that doesn’t produce the fruit of God’s love must be removed—starting with that giant, protruding plank. When we see ourselves and others as part of a larger, unified whole, we can move beyond our rigid divisions toward true compassion and understanding. We can become people who stand for peace and justice for all.

      Jesus spoke to the folks who would become the Church. But that could be any one of us. He knows that moral superiority is toxic to any community and that hypocrisy will only pollute this sacred space. By helping us to recognize our shared humanity and brokenness, Jesus levels the playing field, allowing us to approach correction with a humble heart of love rather than a smug soul of condemnation.

      My mother is a wonderful, kind woman. For most of my life, she’s opened her home for countless church potlucks, garden club events, and New Year’s Day parties, always preparing many delicious foods for everyone to enjoy. Up until recently, my mother has been a terrific cook—and an even greater critic of those who bring dishes to her parties. She is known to have pointed out when someone else’s casserole was overcooked, even though hers was a little too salty. The judgmental critique doesn’t fix the casserole or improve her own dish. But it might be the reason she isn’t always invited to other people’s parties. Jesus calls us to approach others not with condemnation but with humility and love, knowing that we all contribute imperfectly to the “potluck” of community.

      In his book, A Community of Character, Stanley Hauerwas reminds us that “The church is the body of Christ, constituted by practices that form people who can recognize their need for forgiveness and, therefore, are able to forgive others.”⁠* To take Jesus at his word is to reflect his love and grace in every situation. Such a posture deepens our relationship with God and others, instead of pushing them both away. Jesus was pretty damn clear about this when he said, “Love one another as I have loved you” (John 13:34). He isn’t saying you should overlook someone’s faults or sins. He just says remove the blinders from your eyes and heart, so you can see people the way he sees them and love and forgive them like he does.

      This is the kind of shit Jesus says to inspire us to actually love both our neighbor and ourselves (Mark 12:31). He shows us how to do it, so we will mirror his mercy and reflect his grace in ways that exemplify his call to “Forgive and you will be forgiven” (Luke 6:37). Jesus calls us to live a life that reflects his life and teachings. This begins by cultivating a heart of love, by striving to love our neighbors as ourselves. Regardless of how they cook their casseroles or who they vote for, Jesus tells us to love them. In fact, he tells us to love everyone. Love is the way we can extend forgiveness even to our enemies. Jesus invites us to embrace a Christ-centered, nonjudgmental mindset—one that is grounded in the practice of love. This entails learning how to love and forgive others as much as we love ourselves and forgive our own wrongs and shortcomings.

      Forgiveness is central to this path—freely forgiving others for their wrongs, no matter the magnitude, forgiving ourselves for our own mistakes, and seeking reconciliation with those we have hurt or who have hurt us. Developing empathy allows us to see others as we see ourselves and to understand that everyone carries their own struggles and perspectives. By putting ourselves in another’s shoes, we can respond with compassion and kindness, instead of judgment and hatred.

      Jesus’ teachings on love and forgiveness challenge us to transcend the divisions and conflicts of modern life, calling for compassion, empathy, and reconciliation. But he’s not alone. The ancient wisdom traditions echo this truth. Wuwei or “effortless action” is a Taoist ideal that encourages us to live in harmony with the natural flow of life. Such an approach prevents us from imposing our own rigid judgments on a world already brimming with God’s presence. It’s about letting go and allowing love and grace to organically work their way in.

      Jesus knows that judgment is the poison that hardens our hearts, building walls where bridges should be. But when we begin to glimpse the interconnectedness of it all—the way one soul’s sorrow mirrors another’s—compassion becomes not only possible, but inevitable. It’s a recognition of the divine image in every face, even the ones we’ve been taught to fear. This nonjudgmental love isn’t some airy ideal. It’s the very heart of the Gospel, the invitation to participate in the divine life, to dwell in the unity that is God’s dream for the world.

      Jesus says and does a lot of things worthy of being stitched onto a tea towel, most of which could be summed up with this saying: “Do to others what you would have them do to you” (Matt. 7:12). Be a lover, not a dick. Show people kindness, and you will find kindness. Welcome people with open arms, no matter who they are, who they love, or how well they cook. And you will be welcomed.

      Henri Nouwen, a Dutch Catholic priest and prolific author, reminded us that “Those you have deeply loved become part of you.”⁠* Since there will always be people to love, we will always have one another as part of who we are. As the inner community of our heart becomes wider, “the more easily you will recognize your own brothers and sisters in the strangers around you.”⁠*

      To paraphrase Bonhoeffer, Jesus has set out to create a community of the heart—a place where love is abundant, grace is offered freely, and judgment is tempered by humility. Instead of criticizing others, let us look inward, asking God to reveal our planks. Instead of calling out one another’s faults, let us examine our own lives first to ensure we are living out God’s will for us with integrity.⁠*

      Jesus says, “The measure you give is the measure you will receive” (Matt. 7:2). Some call this karma, the principle that what goes around comes around. But it reminds me to be mindful of what God continues to do in my life so that I can be generous with my love and abundant with my grace. It is just one of the many ways we can embody Christ’s compassion and help others to feel God’s love. Jesus reminds us, “The eye is the lamp of the body. If your eyes are good, your whole body will be full of light” (Matt. 6:22).

      Our eyes reflect and reveal our truth, especially the ways we see those who are in need. Just as “healthy” eyes see with purity, hypocrisy blinds us spiritually. Jesus uses another crazy illustration to drive this point home, saying, “If your eye causes you to stumble, it should be cut out and thrown into the fire” (Matt. 5:29). But before things get that drastic, maybe we should just remove the planks from our own eyes so we can see more clearly the way of the one who says, “Blessed are those who are not dicks to others, for they will see God” (Matt. 5:8).
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        “But I say to you, love your enemies

        and pray for those who hate you.”

        —Matthew 5:44

      

      

      
        
        I love my mom.

        I love my dad.

        I love my wife.

        I love my kids.

        I love my dog

        (and all the dogs and cats and tortoises and pets I’ve ever had).

        I love my sisters.

        I love my brother.

        I love my mother in-law,

        sisters-in-law, and brothers-in-law.

        I love my nieces and nephews.

        I love my cousins.

        I love my second cousins.

        I love my cousins who are once and twice removed.

        I love my friends.

        I love my church.

        I love trees that grow fruit for me to eat.

        I love pizza, donuts, tacos, fried egg sandwiches,

        pancakes, cupcakes, pretty much most cakes,

        single malt Scotch whisky, and margaritas—to name a few.

        I love coffee.

        I love a good comedy.

        I love to laugh.

        I love to cry.

        I love to sit in silence and be in the middle of chaos.

        I love massages.

        I love the ocean.

        I love the beach.

        I love road trips and seeing new places.

        I love meeting new people and seeing old friends.

        I love listening to good music and seeing good bands.

        I love playing guitar.

        I love being around others who play guitar better than me.

        I love the sound of my wife’s voice when she sings.

        I love learning new things.

        I love eating new things.

        I love the unexpected.

        I love watching basketball.

        I love Kobe. I love the Lakers.

        I love riding my bike.

        I love working in the yard.

        I love sharing what I’ve learned with others.

        I love learning from others.

        I love the sound of babies babbling.

        I love climbing into a bed with clean, warm sheets fresh out of the dryer.

        I love the rain.

        I love the wind.

        I love the sun.

        I love night.

        I love God.

        I love you.

        But my enemy?

      

      

      Why do I have to love the jerk who wants to hurt me or take away the rights of my children?

      It seems okay for me to not love things like injustice or criminal activity. But you are telling me I have to love the one who causes it? Jesus, that’s some crazy shit.

      I do not love weeds. I don’t love insomnia. Or dog hair stuck to my socks. And I definitely do not love hatred or bigotry, violence or fearmongering. But the violent person (or organization) in charge of spewing hatred, bigotry, and fear? I’m working on it.

      It’s hard to read the sayings of Jesus and find a command to hate someone. It’s hard because that particular command is nowhere to be found. But there are some who find a way to work it into his story. Jesus says some wild things, but it’s never hate. It’s always love. That doesn’t sound too crazy to me. We all want to experience the comfort and joy of love. There is a natural longing within us all that seeks relationship and companionship—whether sexual, fraternal, or familial. Even God wants it. Maybe not the sexual part, but if scripture is to be trusted, then God most certainly wants our companionship. And experiencing that kind of connection is a bit more complicated than swiping left on a dating app.

      When Jesus says, “Love one another,” it’s not exactly a Hallmark moment. And it should make us squirm a bit. Because Jesus doesn’t tack on a comforting qualifier like, “Love the ones who are easy to love.” No. He throws down the gauntlet and asks us to love everyone—especially the ones we’d rather not. The people we label, dismiss, or even despise. That’s where Jesus goes. But are we willing to follow?

      Let’s be honest: loving the easy stuff is, to state the obvious, easy. When something brings you joy, your heart is quick to respond. That first bite of perfectly grilled salmon? Love. Watching snow gently fall on a forest as leaves cling to their last bit of color? Love. The first time you lock eyes with the person who will become your spouse? That’s love too—the kind that makes your heart leap without any effort at all. Loving the beautiful, the joyous, the good—these moments feel like grace made tangible. And if we could live in those moments forever, we’d probably never blink for fear of missing the beauty.

      But Jesus doesn’t let us stay there. He’s not interested in the kind of love that makes us feel cozy and unchallenged. He’s after something bigger, something deeper. He talks about love with wild abandon: “Love God. Love your neighbor. Love your friends.” Then comes the curveball. “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be children of your Father in heaven” (Matt. 5:43–44). He’s not playing around.

      It gets even harder when Jesus reminds us why. Again, stating the obvious, it’s because God loves everyone—the whole lot of us. That includes the people we wish God didn’t love. The coworker who drives you up the wall? God loves them. The neighbor who never waves back? God loves them too. The politicians who make your blood boil and the folks cheering them on? God loves them. The bully, the liar, the criminal, the grumpy DMV clerk—all of them are drenched in God’s love. Jesus says it plainly. “God makes the sun rise on the evil and the good and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous” (Matt. 5:45). Like it or not, God’s love doesn’t discriminate. And there isn’t a damn thing we can do to change that.

      But maybe—just maybe—that’s the best news of all. Because it tears down the walls we are all so good at building, the ones that divide “us” from “them.” God’s love isn’t transactional or dualistic. It’s not some cosmic reward system for good behavior. It’s just love, unrelenting, all-encompassing love. It’s all or nothing. Either God loves or God doesn’t love. And that’s where Jesus keeps pushing us—to love like that.

      Of course, that’s easier said than done. Loving someone who loves you back? Piece of cake. Loving someone who hurt you, betrayed you, or flat-out hates you? That’s where the rubber meets the road. And you can bet that’s the kind of love Jesus is most interested in. The kind that breaks your heart open and transforms you in the process. The kind that makes you more human, more like him.

      
        
        “If you love those who love you, what reward do you have? Do not even tax collectors do the same? And if you greet only your brothers and sisters, what more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same?” (Matt. 5:46–47)

      

      

      My son loves tennis. And I love watching him love it. There’s something about his joy on the court that fills me up. One of the things I find fascinating about tennis is that the court is this meticulously measured space—36 feet wide, 78 feet long, split neatly down the middle by a thin net. It’s designed for competition: one side against the other. That’s the game. But here’s the thing—too many of us think God operates the same way. We picture God on one side of the net, picking favorites, while the rest of us scramble to make sure we’re on the right team.

      But Jesus tells us again and again that God doesn’t play that game. God doesn’t choose sides. The sun shines on everyone. The rain falls on all of us. God’s love is bigger than our little nets and divisions. So then, why do we keep putting up barriers?

      We like our sides. They make us feel safe, even when they leave us isolated. We live in a world obsessed with boundaries—us versus them, left versus right, good guys versus bad guys. Somehow, we’ve managed to create a Christian tradition that doesn’t take Jesus’ words seriously. We’ve built walls, not bridges. Instead of allowing us the freedom to experience life to the fullest, these boundaries and barriers we create are limiting. They limit our movement. They limit our experiences. They limit our joy. They limit our love. The great irony of Christianity these days is how we imprison ourselves instead of enjoying the freedom and liberation God wishes us to experience.

      Richard Rohr reminds us that in the early church, Christians were the underdogs—the powerless and the oppressed. They heard Jesus’ teachings as pure liberation. He writes, “In the first two centuries, the church was identified by and large with the underclass, the poor and enslaved members of the Roman Empire.” Living under violent oppression, “they had no trouble hearing what Jesus had to say as good news.”⁠* But then came Constantine, and suddenly Christianity became the empire. The powerless took the reins of power and instead of reflecting God’s love, we started drawing lines—heaven over here, earth over there; us over here, them over there. Game. Set. Match.

      It’s no wonder we struggle to understand the shit Jesus says like, “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt. 5:48). Come on, man. Who can pull that off?

      I always know I’m dreaming when—in the middle of my dream—I see myself in a mirror. The excitement of seeing myself with a perfectly quaffed head of thick dark hair always jolts me awake, where I am still perfectly bald. Why do I need perfect hair—or a perfect body for that matter—to be perfect? Does a perfect nose, or perfect abs, really lead to a perfect life? And who decides what’s perfect? Isn’t it subjective?

      When Jesus calls us to be perfect, I don’t think he is talking about the perfection of flawlessness. He’s talking about the perfection of love. And this isn’t just any love, but God’s perfect love. To be perfect like God is perfect means loving like God loves—without conditions and without keeping score.

      It means loving the people who annoy us, betray us, hurt us. Jesus says, “Love your enemies, do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return. Your reward will be great, and you will be children of the Most High, who is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked” (Luke 6:35). That’s the kind of love that changes everything.

      The problem is, we like to put conditions on love. We keep believing there’s a net between us and them, a scoreboard to keep track of who’s winning. But God doesn’t see sides. God doesn’t keep scorecards. God only loves.

      I saw this quote by Edwin Bliss on a poster in a coworker’s office. It read, “The pursuit of excellence is gratifying and healthy. But the pursuit of perfection is frustrating, neurotic, and a terrible waste of time.” It reminds me of the classic joke about the perfectionist who walks into a bar only to immediately turn around and leave because the bar wasn’t set high enough.

      Jesus tells us to be like God with our love. He says, “Love one another as I love you” (John 13:34). And “Be merciful, just as God is merciful to you” (Luke 6:36). Do that when it’s hard. Even to the asshole who annoys you and makes you angry. If you’re only nice to those who love you, what good is that kindness? Jesus says, “If you lend to those from whom you hope to receive, what credit is that to you?” (Luke 6:32). He goes on to say, “Love your enemies, do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return. Your reward will be great, and you will be children of the Most High who is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked” (Luke 6:35). This is a bar set high enough for the perfectionist, and yet this heavenly standard is attainable to all. If God offers us endless grace, then we should do the same for one another. If God refuses to put up a wall to divide us, we must also refuse to put up a wall dividing ourselves from God or one another. In fact, the only net God puts between us is a safety net that doesn’t let anyone slip through.

      I think we make Jesus’ words difficult because we don’t trust him enough to believe he means what he says. We squirm, we theologize, we argue—but what if we simply took him at his word? What if we approached life with the humility of Christ instead of our incessant need to be right? What if we stopped acting like we’re the only ones God loves, the only ones going to heaven? That’s the very notion Jesus always shatters.

      Jesus invites us to take a deeper look at our own hearts. He invites us to open our eyes wide and see others with compassion instead of contempt. His way tears down the walls and erases the lines we have drawn between ourselves and everyone else. This is what it means to love like God loves. Perfect isn’t about our flawlessness—it’s about giving our hearts away the way God does every single day. It’s about being generous with our grace, our time, and our resources. It’s about dropping our judgments and choosing, instead, to love. Everyone. As Rohr so powerfully put it, “There’s no hope for the world if religion remains infantile and incapable of love.”⁠*

      Jesus doesn’t hand us a checklist or a rule book. He doesn’t ask us to be the perfect spouse or the perfect parent. Instead, he reveals a way to live perfectly in sync with God’s nature—a way of forgiveness, non-retaliation, kindness, and radical love. He calls us to be the kind of community where hatred is met with tenderness, offenses are answered with grace, and everyone’s needs are met because no one is left out. This is the way God’s kingdom comes—by God’s will being done. God’s will is simply and undeniably love.

      Every word Jesus speaks and every action he takes gives us a glimpse into the heart of God, a heart that doesn’t keep score, doesn’t compare, and doesn’t take sides—a heart that is “kind to the ungrateful and the wicked” (Luke 6:35). God showers us with abundant grace, mercy, and protection—and Jesus knows we can do the same for others. Jesus didn’t  merely flip tables in the temple; he flipped the entire world on its head. He introduced new paradigms and a new way of being. And he’s our proof that, out of great love for us, God comes to us, endures the worst we can throw at him, and then rises to forgive us.

      Jesus has entrusted this upside-down kingdom to us—imperfect, messy, inconsistent us. He believes in us. Why? Because he knows we’re not the ones doing the heavy lifting—God is. To be perfect as God is perfect means allowing God’s love to flow in and out of us, no blockages, no barriers.

      Imagine how different the world could look—how different you and I would look—if we let God’s love flow through us to everyone we meet. Jesus expands the law not to burden us but to free us, so we can mirror God’s love in the way we live. Anyone who’s experienced God’s forgiveness can forgive others. Anyone who’s received God’s generosity can give without hesitation. Anyone who’s known God’s love can love their enemies.

      Every time Jesus acts, he gives birth to the kingdom of heaven. With every act of compassion, he shows us God’s vision for a world ruled by genuine, unconditional love. And he believes we can do the same.

      The Bible never says Jesus was the perfect son or a stellar carpenter. But it does tell us he perfectly embodied God’s love. Every moment of his life was a living, breathing testament to that love. To follow him is to let God come alive in us. It’s not impossible or even as hard as we make it out to be. We all love at least one thing. I love my family, even with all their imperfections. I’m sure you love someone or something as well. Now take that love a little further and expand it to your friendships. It’s not that hard. Push it a little further—to the folks you work with or go to school with. Then a little further—to the person next door who plays their music way too loud and way too late.

      I used to live in this apartment complex where the only thing separating me from my neighbors was a skinny little driveway. My windows faced an apartment that housed a guy who didn’t  need a microphone to make his point. His voice wasn’t just loud, it was angry. Even with the windows closed, I knew everything about this guy’s life—his grievances, his arguments, his frustrations. Meanwhile, he knew absolutely nothing about me…or the slow-burning anger growing in my heart.

      One day, his phone rang. Of course, he answered it in that same booming voice, but this time, something was different. His words cracked under the weight of grief, and suddenly, this man who I’d only known as a loud, angry presence became something else entirely. Through his tears, I listened as he told someone—his brother, maybe—that his mom had passed away. He broke the news again and again, calling others in his family.

      Sitting on the other side of the driveway, something shifted in me. All that anger I’d allowed to fester just dissolved and compassion took its place. This man, whose life had been nothing but an irritation to me, became a human with a pain I could suddenly feel in my own chest. Love your enemy. Pray for those who you despise.

      Jesus doesn’t say love the lovable only. He calls us to love the loud ones, the angry ones, the difficult ones. He calls us to lean into their humanity instead of our judgment. Let compassion have the final word. When we love our neighbors like God loves us, love is perfected in us. When we prioritize others’ needs over our own, love is perfected in us. When we let go of anger and choose peace instead of retaliation, love is perfected in us. When we love like this—when we allow God’s love to flow perfectly through us—the world starts to change. Families heal. Communities flourish. Divisions dissolve. And our world starts to look a whole lot more like the heaven Jesus has invited us into.
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