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Gospel:  And as ye would that men should do to you, do ye also to them likewise.

For if ye love them which love you, what thank have ye? for sinners also love those that love them.

And if ye do good to them which do good to you, what thank have ye? for sinners also do even the same.

And if ye lend to them of whom ye hope to receive, what thank have ye? for sinners also lend to sinners, to receive as much again.

But love ye your enemies, and do good, and lend, hoping for nothing again; and your reward shall be great, and ye shall be the children of the Highest: for he is kind unto the unthankful and to the evil.
Be ye therefore merciful, as your Father also is merciful.

The greatest virtue is love.  If we love God, we will keep His commandments.
  We are to love everyone, even our enemies,
 and our response to their hatred is love.  How do we achieve this zenith of love?  By loving all equally as God does.  Christ opens His arms for all to come to Him to be saved and thus “come into the knowledge of truth”.

Reciprocate hatred with love by blessing and praying for those who despise you.
  I.e., turn your other cheek!
  By loving our neighbours, we find love in Christ and put off the “old man”.
  We must be ever vigilant, though, remember our nature is fallen, so it takes a maximum effort to love our neighbour and thus love Christ as the Gospel commands.  Imitate Christ in all His loving ways!  The Gospel graphically details, time and again, His infinite love for us, His continual forgiving of those who persecuted Him.

Do not be ashamed that you are tempted to shun the Lord’s commandments.  The prince of this world, the evil one, tempts us.  We are presented and lured by his choices, some quite subtle, throughout our lives.  Only through the Lord’s grace can his evil machinations be thwarted.  This takes sacrifice and struggle.  We can do it.  Following the Gospel and thus the Lord, we will emerge victorious from this unseen combat.
  The evil one is powerful in this world, but he is no match for Christ and His grace, the grace not of this world.

See God in your neighbour, and He will extend His grace to you.  Loving Him perfectly requires the same love for one’s neighbour.  We must see God’s image in every neighbour.  If we love our neighbour perfectly, we love God.
The Gospel is not merely to be read, absorbed as a historical novel, it is to be lived!  Experienced!  It is not enough to engage in theoretical theological analysis, as if in a science course.  What is needed is spiritual action!  We are spiritual warriors engaging in unseen warfare.
  Once we accept that we must renounce ourselves and love God and work for Him by loving our neighbours; once we have learnt what is Christian perfection, we will need to arm ourselves with four invisible weapons in order to attain final spiritual victory.  These have been passed on to us by one of the greatest Saints, St. Nicodemus of the Holy Mountain.  They are: “(a) never rely on yourself in anything; (b) bear always in your heart a perfect and all-daring trust in God alone; (c) strive without ceasing; and (d) remain constantly in prayer.”
 
It is insufficient to only love those who love us:

To love and to do good to those who love and do good to us is no virtue, no accomplishment; even heathens do so,
 as well as robbers, thieves and bandits, men who have no trace of virtue.  And if we love those close to us, our friends and acquaintances, we have done nothing more than the heathens.”

Christ is our standard, nothing less.  The same standard exists for both monastics and others, just a somewhat different avenue of attaining deification.  If we simply love those who love us, our parents, spouses, other relatives and friends, we have fallen short of God’s love commandment.  Loving those who love us means we are like the sinners and Gentiles.  Even the gangster Sopranos
 may love one another…
  Blessed +Theophylact
 puts it this way:

if you love those who love you, you are like sinners and the Gentiles; but if you love those who do evil to you, you are like God, Who is kind unto the unthankful and to the evil [emphasis supplied]  Which do you desire, to be like sinners, or to be like God?
Our lot as Christians is to take aggressive spiritual action to love our enemies, not just our loved ones, following Christ and His teachings.  Loving only those who love us is below the requisite Holy Threshold, which is to “show great love even (emphasis supplied) towards our enemies:”

Let us put on the Holy Spirit, Who will nurture and guide us to this Holy Threshold if we sacrifice and struggle to become images of God.

+ In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
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