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A sermon by the Rev. Lawson M. Smith – 1984
Lesson:

AC 8223:3. It frequently happens in the other life that when evil spirits wish to inflict evil on the good, they are grievously punished, and that the evil which they intend to others returns upon themselves. At the time this appears as if it were revenge from the good; but it is not revenge, neither is it from the good, but from the evil, to whom an opportunity is then given from the law of order. In fact, the good do not wish evil to them, but still they cannot take away the evil of punishment, because they are then kept in the intention of good – just like a judge when he sees a malefactor being punished, or like a father when he sees his son punished by his teacher. The evil who punish do it from the lust of doing evil; but the good from the affection of doing good. From all this it can be seen what is meant by the Lord’s words about love for an enemy, in Matthew… and concerning the law of retaliation, which was not abrogated by the Lord, but explained: namely, that they who are in heavenly love ought not to have delight in retaliation or revenge, but in imparting benefits; and that the very law of order, which protects what is good, performs it from itself, through the evil [spirits].

TCR 409. Before the Lord came into the world scarcely anyone knew what the internal man is or what charity is, and this is why in so many places He taught brotherly love, that is, charity; and this constitutes the distinction between the Old Testament or Covenant and the New. That good ought to be done from charity to an adversary and an enemy the Lord taught in Matthew:

     You have heard that it has been declared to them of old time, Thou shalt love thy neighbor and hate thine enemy. But I say to you, love your enemies, bless them who curse you, do good to them who hate you, and pray for them who hurt you and persecute you; that you may be sons of your Father who is in the heavens (Matt. 5:43-45).

     And when Peter asked Him how often he should forgive one sinning against him, whether he should do so until seven times, He replied: I say not to thee, until seven times, but until seventy times seven (Matt. 18:21, 22).

And I have heard from heaven that the Lord forgives to everyone his sins, and never takes vengeance nor even imputes sin, because He is love itself and good itself. Nevertheless, sins are not thereby washed away, for this can be done only by repentance. For when He told Peter to forgive until seventy times seven, what will not the Lord do?

*   *   *   *   *   *   *
"I say to you, 'Love your enemies, bless those who curse you, do good to those who hate you, and pray for those who spitefully use you and persecute you, that you may be the sons of your Father in heaven.'" (Matt. 5:44‑5) 

This commandment of the Lord is designed to be a great protection to us against revenge. The Lord seeks to deliver us from the feelings of anger, hatred, and contempt that we feel when someone hurts us. When someone deliberately hurts us, or we perceive that it is a deliberate insult, the pain does not come primarily from whatever person has done or said. The hurt comes from the hells, using that other person’s actions as an occasion and opportunity to rush into our minds and hearts with anger and sadness. But when we think carefully of this commandment of the Lord, and when we begin to obey Him, striving to love even our enemies, to bless those who curse us, do good to those who hate us, and pray for those who use us spitefully and persecute us, immediately the evil spirits causing us agonies are forced to back away, and angels begin to draw near. 
To bless means, in the internal sense, to offer instruction (AE 644:23). If someone comes with ideas that seem to undermine values that we hold dear, then we should offer the truths that mean a great deal to us, in the hope that we can come closer together in our understanding. Rather than just finding fault, we are to study another person’s thoughts and feelings in an effort to bend, not break, and make allowances where we can (AC 1949).
To pray means to intercede (AE 644:23). The more earnestly we pray for someone who is using us spitefully and persecuting us, the less susceptible we will be to hating him, and we will gradually be released from all the physical, mental and spiritual harm that comes to us when we are angry and resentful and wish for revenge. 
In the Writings, the Lord shows us the nature of revenge by describing the hells of vengeful spirits. "The kinds of spirits who harbor deadly hatred, and as a consequence breathe revenge, seeking nothing less than the murder of another, knowing no rest till they have it, are confined in a cadaverous hell very deep down, where there is a dreadful stench like that from dead bodies. And what is remarkable, the spirits there are so delighted with that stench that they prefer it to the most pleasant odors.  Such is their dreadful nature and their consequent evil fantasies…." (AC 814) 
We must pray that we may not get wrapped up in revenge as these hellish spirits are.  All of us have inclinations toward such evils, and all of us have seen the signs of such hatred in ourselves. We ought to be frightened of our vengeful tendencies and our lust for domination, and pray for the Lord’s help in overcoming these lusts. The Lord’s words about loving our enemies can help us.
When the Lord came into the world, He taught a completely new ideal, almost unmentioned in the Old Testament.  He said, "A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another; as I have loved you, that you also love one another.  By this, all will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another." (John 13:34‑5)  
Forgiveness is a key part of loving one another. In the Prayer, we are taught to pray for forgiveness of our debts as we forgive our debtors.
The Lord illustrated the need for us to forgive others by the parable of the unforgiving servant of the king.  The Lord, like the king, immediately forgives us everything we owe Him, as soon as we ask.  In fact, the Lord does not even hold us responsible for our sins, just as on the cross, He said, "Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do." (Luke 23:34) But if we in our turn will not forgive others the comparatively small hurts they do us, we also refuse to receive the Lord’s forgiveness. We defend our own righteousness in relation to our sinning neighbors. We believe we are good, and so we do not confess our sins to the Lord. We do not admit that we also need to be forgiven. Instead, we cling tenaciously to the delight of holding a grudge against others. We will not let the Lord free us from that evil. 

The word for forgiveness in both the New Testament and in the Writings is related to the word "remission." It means letting something go, sending it away, or removing it. When a cancer is "in remission," it is as if it has gone away. This is the way the Lord forgives us, by laboring to free us from lusts for evil and send them back to the hell from which they come. He does not need to forgive us in the sense that He would stop holding something against us, for He never holds anything against us.  He is love itself, and never ceases to work for us, to remove evils from us, and so to make us freer and happier. So far as we are truly sorry for something we have done or deliberately fantasized, and have ceased to do it, and are beginning a new life, the Lord is able to gradually remove the longing for that evil.    
The Lord only waits for us to want forgiveness and begin to work for it by repentance, of our own free choice.  It is not at all a question of our needing to deserve forgiveness. The Lord wants to forgive us. He waits only so that He does not take something away from us that we still want, something in which we find great delight, even if it is evil.  He waits, and in the meantime He is gently bending our affections away from evil toward good, with infinite patience and gentleness. As far as we are willing, He remits or sends away from us the lusts of evil, and thus forgives us our trespasses. 

In this sense, the Lord is the only one who can forgive anyone, by delivering us not only from the sense of guilt for our actions, but more importantly, from the thoughts and feelings that led to the action. We do not bear the responsibility for making someone else recognize his guilt, nor for restoring peace in his soul. Someone much Wiser and more Loving has these things in His capable hands. 
Yet the Lord gives us uses to perform for each other, because He loves us. Particularly as parents, representing the Lord to our children, we can aim to follow the example of our Heavenly Father. We can show them forgiveness by striving to be patient and not to carry out punishments, when necessary, from anger. Then our children can learn to be forgiving, and realize that our Heavenly Father is forgiving. 
Some people have taken the idea from the Lord’s teaching that evils are always to be tolerated, never to be judged. Forgiveness and charity would be much simpler if we could avoid judgments. But this interpretation does not fit with the Lord’s own example, for He brought about a judgment on the fallen state of the church. He exposed the hypocrisy of the scribes and Pharisees in order to free others from their domination. How does judgment of evil fit with forgiving and loving our enemies?  
The Lord helps us here by teaching that charity and forgiveness are attitudes of the internal man, of our intentions and thoughts. There is never a question of whether or not we should forgive, or wish well to someone else. But our internal concern for the welfare of others must take different forms in its outward expression, depending on the state of a particular neighbor.  
We read in True Christian Religion, "To love the neighbor is not only to will and do good to a relative, a friend, and a good man, but also to a stranger, an enemy, and a bad man.  Charity, however, is exercised towards these in different ways.  Towards a relative and a friend, it takes the form of direct benefits; but towards an enemy and a wicked person it takes the form of indirect benefits, such as exhortation, discipline, and correction. . ." (407)  
"Those who have genuine charity are zealous for what is good, and their zeal may appear in the external man as the flaming fire of anger, yet this fire instantly dies down and is appeased as soon as his adversary returns to his senses." (408)  
True charity involves a zeal for what is good and true in our neighbors and friends.  Charity is the love of the good in the person, which is the Lord in him.  As far as we encourage the good things in another, and do not encourage bad things, we care for that person’s eternal happiness.  "Everyone knows that a father who chastises his children when they do wrong still loves them. On the other hand, if he does not chastise them, he shows a love for their faults, and such a love cannot be in accordance with charity." (TCR 407) 
If we offer the direct benefits of love to others without any consideration as to what qualities in them we are encouraging, and what we love about them, our own affections toward them cannot be purified, for we allow affections for what is not good to remain with us. We don’t truly love them. We don’t love their best self. Such indiscriminate friendship often brings out bad qualities in ourselves.  
In turn, we should admire the courage of others who venture to bring something to our attention.  We can try to remember that this is an expression of their love and concern, and respond in the same spirit.  We need other people, and we need to receive their help graciously.  Learning to give and receive help is a key to the strength of heavenly and earthly society. 
Recognizing a failing in a neighbor need not be contrary to the spirit of forgiveness. If we are in the habit of reflecting daily on the evils with ourselves, guarding against them, and praying to the Lord for help (HD 163), we will not easily grow contemptuous of another person’s shortcomings. Then if we are close friends, we may be able to offer instruction in the spirit of the Lord’s saying, “Bless those who curse you.” 
The Lord is leading us into the marriage of goodness and truth, of mercy with judgment.  Judgment must be for the sake of loving our neighbor; forgiveness and mercy must be the internal within judgment. The Lord’s beautiful, challenging words in the Sermon on the Mount can help us on our way: "Love your enemies, bless those who curse you, do good to those who hate you, and pray for those who spitefully use you and persecute you, that you may be the sons of your Father who is in heaven." (text) Amen.  





