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“All Saints’ Day” in the church calendar is a rather confusing feast. It is confusing because the church often gives vague or even contradictory messages about the meaning of “All Saints’ Day.” Different churches and traditions understand it in slightly different ways.

The significance of All Saints’ Day lies in remembering those who followed Jesus, lived out his teachings, and even sacrificed their lives—the saints and martyrs. The saints and martyrs lived out Jesus’ teaching by loving their enemies.

Prayer for illumination (Psalm 19:14) 
O Lord—my rock, my redeemer—may the words of my mouth and the meditations of my heart be acceptable in your sight.

In today’s Gospel, Jesus says, “Love your enemies.” This statement may seem simple, yet it carries profound meaning. 

Jesus’ teaching challenges the traditional mindset of revenge and hatred, encouraging people to treat their enemies with love and forgiveness. This love is not based on the other person’s actions or worth, but on God’s love and mercy. Such love can break the cycle of hatred and retaliation, bringing peace and reconciliation.

At first glance, this statement seems absurd and contradictory. For by definition, an “enemy” is someone you cannot love.

Perhaps we often place ourselves in a false sense of security, convincing ourselves that we have no enemies at all.

Some believe that if America no longer invaded other countries or excessively consumed the world’s resources, perhaps it would not make so many enemies. On the other hand, events like 9/11 or terrorist organizations have shown many in America that no matter what it does, deep-seated hatred and fundamental enemies exist—enemies who cannot be swayed by goodwill alone.

In any case, we can no longer pretend—as we might have decades ago—that America has no enemies. But the question is: do you and I also have enemies?

Jesus gives us a remarkably practical “enemy list”—seven types of people: those who hate you, curse you, insult you, strike you, rob you, demand from you, or take what is yours. He makes it almost impossible for us to say, “I have no enemies.” I believe each of us here can recall someone who has treated us this way.

For some of us, those who have hurt us are actually quite close to us.

In psychology, there is a term called “systemic family trauma.” It points out that the deepest traumas in many people’s lives often come from their closest family members—because that is where we are most vulnerable and unguarded.

The word “forgiveness” is often overused, frequently misunderstood, and even devalued. When we use it too easily, it loses its weight and becomes a cheap slogan. 

We should not tell someone, “You should forgive,” because when a person is still in pain, they simply cannot take it in. Forgiveness is a personal process that requires time and space for healing.

Forgiveness happens when a person no longer sees themselves solely as a victim, and we begin to perceive the many facets of life, because the hurt is no longer “the whole truth.”

True forgiveness comes when we grow weary of being consumed by hatred, anger, and helpless negative emotions. It is not about forgetting or ignoring the pain, but about being willing to see the larger picture. Forgiveness is when we are no longer controlled by the wounds of the past.

Notice—when Jesus lists seven ways to treat our enemies in the Gospels, He does not say, “Forgive them.” He says: Do good to them. Bless them. Pray for them. Turn the other cheek. Give them what they need. Let them take what is yours. Do not demand it back.

But He never says, “Forgive them.” Why?

I think the reason is this: Jesus was speaking about situations where hatred, abuse, and violence were still happening. To “forgive” harm that is still ongoing is, in fact, a category mistake.

When malice, cruelty, and destruction are still taking place, Jesus teaches us many ways to respond actively—to do good, to pray, to bless, to show restraint—but He does not ask us to “forgive,” because true forgiveness can only happen after the harm has ended.

You cannot forgive a wound that is still being inflicted, because doing so would seem to imply, “It’s all right.”

This is not indifference, but a profound spiritual insight: some relationships, if too quickly dressed in the language of “forgiveness,” become a kind of complicity—a denial of reality, a suppression of anger, even a deepening of the cycle of despair.

In such situations, “forgiveness” can sound almost meaningless. Because at that very moment, the enemy is still plotting, scheming, preparing to kill—and under such ongoing threat, speaking of “forgiveness” feels like a betrayal of reality.

Jesus, at that moment, is not asking us to forgive those people, because their hostility toward us continues. Forgiveness may have to wait. But He does ask us to love them.

When we understand that “love” and “forgiveness” are not the same thing, we see that love is not a tendency toward self-abuse, not a twisted pleasure in suffering or humiliation; nor does love say, “It’s fine if they want to hurt me.”

I am not sure one can be told to forgive, but I am certain—we can be called to love.

I’m not sure one can be told to forgive, but I am certain, we can be called to love. Yet love is not merely a feeling. When our emotions are in turmoil and our feelings unsteady, we can still return to certain concrete, practical actions. You cannot be commanded to feel, but you can learn to perform tangible acts of love.

I wonder if you remember the film Fiddler on the Roof. About halfway through the story, when the old couple realizes that their daughters all seem to be swept up in passionate love, the husband suddenly begins to wonder if he has missed something. He follows his wife around the house, asking her, perhaps for the first time, “Do you love me?” The question makes her just as uneasy as it makes him. Finally, she turns inward and thinks: “For twenty-five years I’ve lived with him, fought with him, gone hungry with him. For twenty-five years my bed has been his; if that’s not love, what is?” Tevye asks again, “Then… do you love me?” Golde answers, “I suppose I do.”

They both realize that love, at times, is simply faithful, steadfast action, especially when you are unsure of what you feel.

So then, in the face of hatred and hostility, what does love mean? If love does not mean letting others trample you, nor merely warm emotion, what is it? It means carefully and steadfastly—not passionately or romantically—following the words of Jesus, and the seven actions he commends to us.

First, “Do good to those who hate you.”
With your actions, say: “No matter how much you hate me, I will never hate you.”
Do not let such people turn you into a monster. Repay evil with good.

Second, “Bless those who curse you.”
Watch your words, and try not to lose patience.
Think of those who hate or hurt you as insecure or wounded children, and speak to them as you would to little ones—as if they were still those children.

Third, “Pray for those who insult you.”
Remember, God is always present in the midst of it.
In prayer, ask God not only to come to you but also to your enemies.

Fourth, “Offer the other cheek also.”
To offer the other cheek means to say: “I will not allow violence to have the final word.”
But do not let those who hate you think you will be intimidated by violence.

Fifth, “Do not withhold your cloak.”
In other words, respond to your enemy with unexpected generosity, showing that you have not become like them.

Sixth, “Give to everyone who asks of you.”
Remember that even when you think only of your own wounds, there is always someone worse off than you. Reaching out to them is also a way of saving yourself from self-pity.

Seventh, “Do not ask for your possessions back.”
I think this means to live in such a way that your possessions do not define who you are.

When we come to the end of this list, we realize that what Jesus describes is, in fact, what is about to happen to him. Jesus went to the cross because he loved his enemies. On his way to the cross, he was hated, cursed, abused, struck, stripped of his clothing, and humiliated. Yet at every step, he did not respond with hatred but with love. And those who did all these things to him were people just like us.

Until nearly the end—when he was nailed to the cross—Jesus went beyond the discipline of love and took the final step, saying the words: “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.” Up until that moment, he had been loving his enemies; when all was finished, he chose to forgive them.

Then, through the power of the resurrection, he showed us that evil will be overcome, and the long shadow of sin will be lifted from our lives. In the resurrection of Jesus—and only in the resurrection of Jesus—God has given us the power to love.

So when Jesus says to us today, “Love your enemies,” he is really saying, “You were once my enemies, and I have already loved you. Let me make you witnesses of my love. Follow me to Jerusalem; follow me to the cross.”

Perhaps today you find yourself surrounded by hatred, hurt, hostility, and shame. Perhaps you have tried to bury it but could not. Perhaps it still knots your heart. Maybe now is the moment to reflect on Jesus’ words: Will I become like the one who hates me? Or will I learn what true love is?

A saint is someone who chooses to learn what true love is.

We can walk the path that Jesus walked, because he has already gone before us. At times, we cannot find the strength to forgive. And the saints are those who continue to show us how to love.

Let us, on All Saints’ Day, celebrate together those who have striven to learn what it truly means to love. We thank God, for with Christ and the saints beside us, we never walk alone. Some churches emphasize that this day is to remember the “saints,” but not only those great figures in history—it is for all who are saved in Christ, all who are called by God to be holy—including us.

