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As most of you will remember, you granted me a sabbatical leave in the summer of 2011, during 
my seventh year as your pastor.  It was a wonderful time of rest for me, a time of re-creation as I 
had time to think and pray about what we had done together so far and what we might do 
together in the years to come.  It was also a time of travel and spiritual renewal as I, first alone 
and then with Connie, visited places of significance in the history of the Church and in my own 
spiritual history.  From Paris, Chartres, and Taizé in France, to London, Bearsted, Canterbury, 
Coventry, Durham, and York in England, to Glasgow and Iona in Scotland, and Cardiff in 
Wales, I visited churches large and small, museums and exhibitions and retreat centers.  It was 
an amazing experience. 
 
Two of those places had a special focus that relates to our passage from Matthew this morning.  
Both the Community of Brothers in Taizé and the Anglican Cathedral in Coventry have a special 
focus on reconciliation.  Founded shortly before World War II, the Taizé Community emerged 
from that bloody conflict with their original emphasis on ecumenism intact and an even more 
urgent focus on reconciliation, particularly between the young people of the previously warring 
European countries, in whom Brother Roger saw the hope for the future.  As the community’s 
ministry outgrew the little parish church of Taizé, the brothers built and later expanded their own 
facility for worship, The Church of Reconciliation, which now seats over 5,000.  The experience 
of worship there, in a service designed to help all Christians feel welcome and with each member 
of the huge congregation singing the simple Taizé songs in their own language, is quite 
extraordinary; a little foretaste of heaven, perhaps. 
 
Coventry Cathedral’s emphasis on reconciliation likewise came out of the fires of World War II, 
literally.  Caught in the bombing of its industrial center locale, the beautiful medieval Cathedral 
of St. Michael was nearly destroyed in 1940.  Although an equally beautiful modern cathedral 
was built following the war, it was decided that the ruins adjoining the new facility should be 
preserved and dedicated to the cause of reconciliation.  The remaining walls and tower now 
surround an open-air nave, a place for art and meditation.  Among the many inspiring statues is 
the one pictured on the front of your bulletin, a prayer in bronze titled “Reconciliation.” 
 
Indeed, the concept of reconciliation seems to fill our newspapers and awareness more and more 
in recent years.  The world watched as Nelson Mandela and Archbishop Desmond Tutu formed 
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa and brought Black and White South 
Africans together in tears and forgiveness.  A similar effort was launched in Rwanda following 
the ethnic strife between Hutus and Tutsis.  Smaller reconciliation movements are afoot here in 
the United States on behalf of previous victims of slavery and genocide and more recent victims 
of discrimination and racially charged violence. 
 
But we don’t need reconciliation only in instances of mass violence.  There is a need in our 
everyday lives, nearly every day.  Our passage in Matthew this morning without a doubt has 
been the Bible passage that I quoted or referred to the most in my previous career as a non-profit 
executive, both in ministry and secular organizations.  The problem of knowing how to confront 
one another constructively and in love in order to build reconciliation is universal.  In every 
situation I have been in, not just as a pastor but as a leader of arts organizations and social 
service agencies and now in government, working with young people and with retirees, the 
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problem of creative conflict management has always arisen and I have always tried to follow 
Christ’s teachings as I’ve counseled my employees, my students and my friends. 
 
If we are going to fully understand and implement what Jesus is telling us here, we must look not 
only at what He says but at the context in which He says it and also at what He doesn’t say.  
First, let’s look at the context, beginning with verses 3 & 4 of Matthew chapter 18.  Jesus’ 
disciples, who were always jockeying for status, have asked him “Who is the greatest in the 
Kingdom of Heaven?”  “And (He) said, ‘Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like 
children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Whoever becomes humble like this child 
is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.’”  Jesus then goes on to talk about the dangers of 
sinning against the innocent and leading them astray and about the Father’s great love for all of 
us children of God: “So it is not the will of your Father in heaven that one of these little ones 
should be lost.”  The whole context for our scripture this morning is the humility and openness of 
children.  This is the spirit in which we must go to each other with our problems: openly, humbly 
and with love. 
 
So, Jesus tells us that when a brother or a sister has sinned against us, we must go to them 
privately to talk about it in this spirit of humility.  By the way, the original Greek of this passage 
does not specify a “member of the church,” but “your brother.”  I think that’s a larger set, in our 
context, so this advice is widely applicable.  But why link this with humility?  Well, what 
happens if we go in with verbal guns blazing, angry, ready to really tell somebody off?  I think 
we all know that human nature will make the person we’re squaring off with defensive and ready 
to fight back.  That’s no way to reach reconciliation.  Likewise, if we call somebody out in 
public, it’s going to be very difficult to reach understanding.  Nobody likes to be embarrassed 
like that.  Or, what if the thing that has upset us has been inadvertent on the part of our brother or 
sister?  I bet we’ve all had the experience of going to someone and saying, “What you said or did 
really hurt my feelings,” and getting a profuse apology from that person who never meant to 
offend us. 
 
What Jesus DOESN’T say is, “Go to everybody you know and tell them how hurt you are before 
you talk to the person who hurt you.”  Now, this is where I’m really talking to myself.  I have a 
terrible, terrible habit of doing just that.  When somebody offends me, I’ll go to two or three 
people and say, “Listen to what so-and-so did.  Did I do anything to deserve that?”  And the 
people that I tell the story to will say, “Oh, no, he was really wrong to do that to you.  How 
awful.”  And then, because I feel justified, I’ll say “Oh, well, it’s not really that big a deal.  I’ll 
just keep quiet and forgive him.”  Now that’s a lie.  I haven’t kept quiet; I just haven’t talked to 
the right person.  Instead of dealing constructively with my brother or sister, I’ve made him or 
her look bad by telling my slanted side of the story to others and made myself look good in 
comparison by saying “I forgive.”  That’s not humility, that’s spiritual arrogance and, although I 
hope I’m wrong, I’ll bet I’m not the only one guilty of that this morning.  I think it is possible to 
go to perhaps one other person, in a spirit of humility, for a reality check.  “Hey, he said this.  Do 
you think he meant to hurt my feelings or am I over-reacting?”  But we must be careful not to go 
seeking justification, just clarity.  No recruiting of a posse is allowed.  And it is still important to 
go to that other person, in the spirit of love and humility, to say, “I’m sure you didn’t mean to 
hurt me but when you said this, I felt this way.” 
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The only time to get other folks involved in an interpersonal dispute is if you cannot come to 
agreement between the two of you.  Jesus is very clear about this.  Again, I think we need to look 
to the context to inform the deeper meaning of verse 16.  Let’s say that I am in a situation like 
this and I actually manage to keep my mouth shut about the situation until I talk to the person 
who has offended me.  Let’s say, for the sake of argument, that it’s Lynn Melby, and I go to 
Lynn and I say “Lynn, it really hurt my feelings when you ridiculed my idea at the Deacons’ 
meeting.”  He didn’t really do that, by the way.  Now, if Lynn says, as I’m sure he would, “Hey, 
I’m sorry.  I was kidding around and I never dreamed I’d hurt your feelings.  Will you forgive 
me?” then everything’s good.  But what if Lynn says, “Tough.  Get over it.”  Now, I need to get 
some help to resolve the situation.  So who do I go to for help?  If I bring in two of my 
colleagues from one of my clergy groups, they don’t know Lynn and Lynn doesn’t know them.  
There’s no built-up trust there.  They might automatically take my side and Lynn is going to feel 
like we’re ganging up on him.  In that scenario, there’s going to be no reconciliation because I’ve 
looked out for myself and not considered Lynn.  But what if I go to two people that I know Lynn 
trusts.  What if I go to Joye Melby and to Steve Calkins and say, “Listen, Lynn and I are having a 
problem and I’d appreciate it if you’d sit down with us and help us work through it.”  Now, I’ve 
been humble, I’ve put Lynn’s interests ahead of my own (although I certainly trust Joye and 
Steve’s fairness as well) and reconciliation is much more likely. 
 
There is also a time to get a larger group involved.  If the first two steps don’t work, Jesus says, 
then it’s time to go to the congregation.  Now, I think it’s important to note that Jesus isn’t 
necessarily talking about a group that would fill our sanctuary.  In Jesus time, as in our own, the 
minimum size for a Jewish congregation was 10.  The lesson here is not about assembling a 
throng to put someone to shame.  It’s about getting a group together to pray for God’s wisdom 
and to counsel the two arguing parties.  Remember, the goal is reconciliation.  Likewise, I think 
we need to be very careful with our understanding of what happens if reconciliation doesn’t 
happen.  When Jesus says, “let such a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector,” what is He 
saying?  If Jesus had been a traditional Jewish rabbi, he would have considered tax collectors and 
Gentiles to be unclean, unworthy of the Kingdom of God.  But remember, the Jewish leaders 
were scandalized that Jesus associated and ate with tax collectors.  He even called one of them to 
be one of the twelve apostles.  In fact, we are reading this story this morning from the Gospel 
traditionally attributed to Matthew, the apostle who was a tax collector.  Jesus’ teaching here 
isn’t an excuse for throwing someone out of the church.  Instead, it’s a call to us to work even 
harder to bring one person who has sinned against another back into fellowship, to pray for them 
and to counsel them with a full knowledge of their value in Our Father’s eyes.  Don’t believe 
me?  Remember the last verse in the passage just prior to our scripture: “So it is not the will of 
your Father in heaven that one of these little ones should be lost.” 
 
Now this is hard stuff.  It’s hard to confront, it’s hard to stay in the spirit of love when we 
confront, it’s hard to stay humble when we confront.  I think for some of us who were raised in 
certain parts of this country, it’s especially hard to confront.  Mama always taught me, “If you 
can’t say something nice about somebody, don’t say anything at all” and I’ve used that 
admonition over the years as an excuse to not confront.  Of course, sometimes I’ve lived more to 
the infamous saying of Alice Roosevelt, “If you can’t say anything nice about somebody, come 
sit next to me.”  But neither of those is the solution.  The only way to work through our 
differences and to promote reconciliation is to follow this teaching of Jesus. 
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Working through differences and promoting reconciliation are, as we are often reminded by 
mental health professionals, not only important in resolving conflict between persons, groups and 
nations but also important in improving our own mental and spiritual health.  I think this is what 
Jesus is getting at, in his own way, in one of the more difficult verses in this passage.  “Truly I 
tell you, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth 
will be loosed in heaven.”  When we fail to reach reconciliation, fail to forgive, we essentially 
walk around with the memory of sin and anger bound to us.  We haven’t let go of it.  It is bound 
to us for as long as we fail to loose it.  I don’t know what the heavenly implications of this may 
be but I know from my own experience that to have the negative memories of past hurts bound to 
me is to experience an incredible drag on my ability to love and to enjoy life.  So, I don’t 
interpret Jesus’ words as some sort of promise of spiritual power.  Instead, I hear a warning. 
 
The context of this passage also makes clear the meaning of another verse that I suspect all of us 
have heard taken out of context many times.  “Again, truly I tell you, if two of you agree on earth 
about anything you ask, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven.”  This isn’t a promise 
from Jesus about prosperity – it’s a promise of love.  If two of us come together in search of 
reconciliation and in the spirit of Jesus, who promises to be among us, then we will find 
reconciliation.  It may take time; it may be hard work but we will get there. 
 
Throughout the history of the church, the great symbol of reconciliation achieved – between God 
and human, between human and human – has been that act we often term communion.  Just as 
people have come together as communities over a meal since the dawn of time, we who call on 
the name of Jesus come together at his table to show that we are a spiritual community, in 
communion with God and with each other.  We must be careful, as the apostle Paul warned in his 
letter to the Corinthians, not to eat the bread or drink the cup in an unworthy manner.  That 
warning comes just after the words of institution that I habitually read as we prepare to celebrate 
the Lord’s Supper together.  I think it’s a reminder to us that if we proclaim our unity, we really 
should be unified, with no unaddressed hurts between us, no grudges, no sins and anger bound to 
our hearts.  As we sing our song of new beginnings, as we prepare our hearts to share in the 
symbolic feast, I encourage us, all of us, to pray.  Let us go to God in our thoughts to ask 
forgiveness for the many times we have failed to forgive and let us prepare to seek reconciliation 
with our sisters and brothers.  And, in the week to come, fueled by the bread and the grape that 
Jesus shares, his body and blood, let us be sure to go to our sisters and brothers and begin, where 
needed, the holy process of reconciliation.  Let us be bound in love and not in spite.  Let us gain 
each other as family, as allies.  Let us be one in spirit, so that the Holy Spirit of Jesus may abide 
with us always.  Amen. 


