Reconciliation

Has anyone here ever fallen out with anybody?  Maybe it was with someone in your family, a friend, a work colleague. Do you think people in church fall out with each other?  We’d like to think not and that we might know better, but we’re all humans. Whilst it’s better to not fall out with people; to find ways of accepting our differences and different viewpoints and to get on and work together, it does happen and there are times when we get hurt. The important thing is that we deal with it and know good ways of going about this.

Jesus gives us some good advice about how to deal with disputes, in today’s reading from Matthew. This section of the Gospel is often called the “community discourse” –where Jesus teaches on life in the church (I personally think it could be a bit longer – however it deals with some key issues!) This week we are looking at conflict and reconciliation and next week we move onto another difficult topic – forgiveness. 

To help us think about Jesus’ advice I’ve like a few people to help me with something…. 
(activity using 5 people to pass the following message on to each other – to see if the same message given is the one that is fed back at the end.)

“The vicar's dog stole three sausages and hid them underneath the church piano”

The funny thing is we laugh because we know how easily a message gets changed. But sometimes the things we pass on about other people aren't funny at all. It’s amazing how quickly a story can change when it passes through lots of people - and that's exactly what can happen if somebody upsets us, we get hurt and instead of going to that person to sort things out, we tell somebody else.  Then that person tells someone else and before long, what started as a small problem has become a massive story. Often out of proportion from where it began.

Jesus tells us - ‘If your brother or sister sins against you, go and point out the fault, when the two of you are alone”. In other words: there’s no need to involve anybody else unless really needed. Firstly we should go to the person involved and talk in private.

When you meet with them, do not be like a rhino (these are my words – not Jesus’) charging in and acting aggressively.  There is no need to accuse or pick a fight. Be ready to listen – disagreements should be seen as a joint problem, as there are always two sides to every argument. Do not use the words “always” or “never” as this is rarely the case.  Try not to say things that you will later regret. As we are reminded in Colossians 4:6: “Let your speech always be gracious, seasoned with salt, so that you may know how you ought to answer everyone.” 

The other animal that is chosen to describe human’s behaviour in conflict are hedgehogs. They appear gentler, but they still have the same feelings – but they try to hide them and instead end up expressing them in a less obvious way to the rhino. Retreating into sulks and silence, withholding  affection, developing selective hearing towards someone.  It might seem like a more virtuous way to deal with things, but it can be just as damaging to a relationship. Whether we are more naturally rhino or more hedgehog, we need to learn to face our conflict by focussing on the issue rather than attacking each other.  But the issue does need to be dealt with – not hidden.

Does anyone like decorating?  I love painting and decorating – making everything look fresh and new.  One of the walls in our living room is developing some cracks in the plaster and paint work around where a door used to be.  We did try to sort the problem with replastering the area, but Simon, (my husband) has now suggesting we should paper over the area so we can’t see the cracks. Papering over cracks can make things look good on the surface but it doesn’t sort out the problem underneath.  

It can be a bit like this with broken relationships and disagreements.  For example- we might have an argument with someone but never talk about it.  We tell ourselves and them “it’s fine”, but deep down it isn’t. When we next meet we carry on as normal – as though nothing has happened, but underneath there’s still hurt – the crack remains.  And then, something tiny and seemingly insignificant is said or happens and the crack opens wider – and the old hurt comes flowing out. It is why Jesus tell us to talk about and deal with our problems.  To listen, talk about, deal with and move on.

It can be hard to do this, but it is important to remember that Jesus said: “where two or three gather in my name, there I am with them”. They are words that we often use and think about, when we meet to worship or during the words of the peace before we take Communion. But those words were spoken by Jesus in the middle of his teaching about broken relationships, forgiveness and reconciliation.  Jesus reminds us that he is with us in all we go through. Not only in the good times in our lives, but also in the difficult times – and relationships can be really tricky.  

God is love and God is relationship. At the heart of the Gospel is reconciliation. We were separated from God, but God came towards us.
Through his death and resurrection, Jesus has reconciled us to God. and because we have experienced God’s love reconciliation, we can and should become people who bring reconciliation to others.

So, I want to give us all a challenge for this week to think of one relationship that we need to work on. Someone you're annoyed with, have been avoiding, need to apologise to. Maybe there is a conversation that you’ve been putting off.  Whatever it is, think about and pray how you might start to put things right.

And as you do that remember to:
deal with the cracks in the relationship, rather than papering over them
Speak truthfully.
Listen carefully.
Be willing to say sorry.
Be willing to forgive.
But most importantly remember that Jesus is there with us.
Amen
















