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In the Name of God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
In the service for Morning Prayer, which we pray twice a week together in our side chapel, once we finish the readings, 
the canticles, and the Apostles' Creed, we get to the prayers and collects. There are many collects to choose from, and it 
is up to the officiant as to which ones are read. One is entitled A Collect for Peace, the second half of which reads as 
follows: 
 
"Defend us, thy humble servants, in all assaults of our enemies; that we, surely trusting in thy defense, may not fear the 
power of any adversaries." 
 
I must confess: every time I pray this collect I think to myself "but how many enemies do I even have? And who are 
they?" At first glance, it might seem like an odd choice for a collect meant to be read on a daily basis. Because surely, 
there are only so many chances each day to encounter one's enemies -- or so we'd hope. That is my reality, at least -- on 
any given day in Wyomissing and Sinking Spring, I don't expect to encounter someone I'd genuinely consider my 
enemy; and I'm not sure I have any to begin with. That is also my reality -- not because I'm not capable of having any -- 
but because of where I am, what I do for a living, and then perhaps, because of how I try to live, imperfect as I am. 
 
However, I'm certainly aware that this is not the reality elsewhere and for others. Were I a combatant in a war zone, I'm 
sure I'd have plenty of enemies. Were I in politics, I might have a few -- or a lot. Or were I in a cutthroat industry in the 
world of business, I bet I've have some there, too. Maybe the Collect for Peace is intended for these folks more than it is a 
parish priest. 
 
But in a week like this one in which we've once more become witnesses to terroristic violence, this time in two mosques 
where dozens were murdered in New Zealand, we might feel that it is a bit easier to identify those who could be our 
enemies. Those from whom we believe we need defending, or those whom we believe could assault us. And then, in a 
culture mainly driven by fear, it is but a quick step from asking ourselves "do I have enemies?" to definitively pointing 
the finger to identify them -- and often it will be people: people who do not share ideologies we claim, or the religion we 
profess, or the skin color that matches our own. 
 
Yes, we quickly make a few assumptions about enemies, the first being that we assume we actually have them. I believe 
many of the people we are led to think are our enemies -- like the citizens of foreign countries when we're at war, or these 
days, the people who belong to the opposite political party -- are in fact, not really our enemies at all. Propaganda and 
deception are powerful tools, but they cannot fully change the human heart. And were we to encounter those we believe 
to be enemies, to actually meet them face to face, we might find that we have more in common than we'd have ever 
thought. In World War One, there was a famous Christmas truce, an unofficial ceasefire on the Western Front in which 
opposing soldiers -- who, mere days earlier, were fighting in some of the most inhumane conditions imaginable -- 
stopped trying to kill each other long enough to meet in the middle. British and German soldiers came together, literally, 
to talk, sing carols, exchange gifts, and even play soccer. At least for a short while, it would have been hard to argue that 
those men were enemies -- their countries may have been, but for a time, there was at least mutual respect if not real care 
for one another -- that after all that had happened, after months of blinding hatred, they came together and saw the 
common humanity of one another. What a world. 
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We also assume that our enemies are people. Sometimes they are. Jesus wouldn't have asked us to love them and pray for 
them if that weren't the case. But the biblical worldview also provides another reality -- that our enemies are not 
necessarily people but the powers and forces which drive us away from God and disrupt our love and devotion of God. 
St. Paul wrote that "the last enemy to be destroyed is death"; in the letter to the Hebrews, the author writes that through 
his dying, Christ would "destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil." But I think the best image for 
this reality might come from our Genesis reading today. God comes to Abram that he might be made known to him in a 
special way, through a covenant and the promise that countless descendants would come from him. In those days, God 
made covenants through sacrifice, and God tells Abram the animals he will need for the sake of the covenant. For 
Abram, this sacrifice and this covenant was a real, immediate, and intimate way in which he would come to know God 
more fully, and so he did everything God asked him to do and provided everything God asked him to provide. But 
something threatened Abram's closeness to God; something tried to disrupt this moment of holiness and revelation 
from God. As we've heard, "Birds of prey came down on the carcasses, [and] Abram drove them away." Here are vultures 
coming to disrupt the sacrifice; here are vultures coming to separate Abram from that which would bring him closer to 
God. Here are vultures coming to distract Abram from the presence of the true and living God. This is the act of a real 
enemy -- an enemy which preys upon us, an enemy who would drive a wedge between us and God, and an enemy which 
must be resisted and driven off as Abram did. 
 
I find this image of Abram driving off the vultures to be a perfect Lenten scene, a reminder of the powers that we are 
meant to turn away from as we spend this sacred time returning to God. It is not too much of an overstatement or 
sensationalized trope to say that the powers of evil lurk openly in our world. We may pray not to fear the power of these 
adversaries, but powerful they are. We know evil is real and powerful because it takes great effort, another great power 
to resist it -- to drive off the vultures. 
 
Evil works in the shadows to divide us, and often it does a good job of doing so, so much so that when we pray for 
defense from our enemies, our first reaction as sinful people might be to consider as enemies those who would otherwise 
be our neighbors -- the same neighbors we are called to love, the same neighbors who are made in the image of God, the 
same neighbors who, when we look at them, we see even the face of Christ looking back at us. Some of these neighbors 
are Christian, but many are not -- many are Muslim or Jewish or atheist. Some of these neighbors are white, but many 
are not -- many are black or brown and everything in between. Some of these neighbors are American, but many are not 
-- many are Mexican or Guatemalan or Iraqi. But if we cannot love them, if we cannot see all of these others as our 
neighbors, if we only see these others as our enemies, then we have allowed the vultures to disrupt the sacrifice -- and we 
have allowed evil to divide us even further. 
 
Instead, we look to the love of God that unites us -- that gives us eyes to see those who are different than we are not as 
threats or enemies but as gifts from God in our lives, as neighbors and friends, as people created in the image of God, as 
our very own beloved. Because this world has seen enough enemies -- the more we love others, the fewer enemies there 
will be. So let us turn away from those things and powers and enemies that separate us from the real presence of God; let 
us turn more and more to our neighbors and see in them the real presence of Christ; and let us continue to pray for the 
peace of God that empowers us to fend off and drive away the advances of evil that look to disrupt the holy and 
life-giving ways of God. 
 
Amen. 

 


