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 Nobody ever said the teachings of Jesus are light, sweet, or easy.  Jesus did not come 
preaching a message of comfort and convenience but of costly sacrificial love.  This is 
particularly evident in his tough Sermon on the Mount, in Matthew’s Gospel set as the first 
message he preached. And it is heavy stuff!   The last verse of chapter 5 sums up a list 
throughout the chapter of difficult instructions, saying simply, “Be perfect, therefore, as your 
heavenly Father is perfect.”i  Well OK, thank you very much Jesus!   
 

Chapter 5 covers all manner of challenging commands for living as a disciple: find our 
happiness in the most unlikely virtues; being pure in heart, merciful and meek.  This is how we 
are to live on the inside.   Then Jesus reminds us how we are to live on the outside, before others, 
as the light of the world and the salt of the earth.  He says, of course do not murder.  But that’s 
not good enough.  He intensifies that to calling out our outbursts of anger and insulting of 
another.    

 
The chapter goes on to remind us of obvious ethical commands, not committing adultery, 

but noting that adultery begins not physically but emotionally, in the heart with a wandering 
lustful eye. He calls us not to divorce our spouses, except in specific cases, (and admittedly sadly 
some Christian marriages, like my own parents’, must end in divorce.  But God’s divine 
intention and design is for marriage to last a lifetime.  He urges us to keep our promises, but then 
goes on to say don’t even take a vow but be so trustworthy that your yes yes and no no will be 
sufficient. In all this Jesus calls us to go the extra mile, offer our coat to a person who is cold, 
turn the other cheek to someone who hits us and more. Tough stuff. 

 
All this is in Chapter 5.  However, I would like to zero in today on the simple overarching 

command for us to be reconciled; reconnected with God and one another, put together, made 
whole again, reconciled by the clear yet difficult command, when we recognize a person or 
situation with whom we are at odds at enmity, get up from our worship then and there, leave our 
gift at the altar, and go to that person and be reconciled.  Only then are we ready to come back to 
church, offer our worship and present our gift.   

 
“When you are offering your gift at the altar, if you remember that your brother or sister 
has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be 
reconciled to your brother or sister, and then come and offer your gift.”ii 

 
 One who did this in an exemplary way was a man named Roger Schutz.  He had 
experienced God’s love deeply and went to establish a community of reconciliation.  Like Paul, 
Roger discovered, 
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“The love of Christ urges us on, because we are convinced that one has died for all; 
therefore, all have died.  And he died for all, so that those who live might live no longer 
for themselves, but for him who died and was raised for them.”iii  

 
In 1940 at the age of 24 this youngest of nine children, born to a family whose father was 

a Reformed Presbyterian Pastor in Switzerland, with the Second World War underway, Roger 
rode his bicycle from Switzerland into a tiny village in France looking for a house where he 
could pray, and invite others in to pray.  The house he founded together with three others, 
became a Protestant community of prayer called Taizé.  Over the post-war years it became a 
center of hope and reconciliation across war- torn Europe.   

 
A Protestant monastic movement emerged, and thousands of young people from all over 

the world have found their way to Taizé to experience the deeply spiritual worship and simple 
repetitive Taizé style music, some of which we have sung in occasional Taizé services here.  The 
community was based on a simple rule.  To be a place of hospitality, reconciliation, and love, 
and it has had a profound impact on the church and the world at large.  
 

I 
But let’s pull back from a well- known saintly follower of Jesus like Brother Roger to 

you and me, ordinary folk.  When we become aware that someone has something against us, 
maybe we hurt them, or let them down unintentionally, maybe we really meant to harm them or 
destroy their reputation with gossip or lies.  Maybe we took advantage of a business partner or 
co-worker. 

 
Whatever the reason: when we are in church and become aware of some rift with another, 

Jesus says get up, leave your gift there and go; first be reconciled and then come offer your 
worship.   

 
As Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes in The Cost of Discipleship, 

 
“There is therefore only one way of following Jesus and of worshipping God, and that is 
to be reconciled with our brethren.  If we come to hear the Word of God and receive the 
sacrament without first being reconciled with our neighbor, we shall come to our own 
damnation.” 
 
In Christ we have the resources needed to work a reconciliation.  As Paul tells us, if we 

have genuinely opened ourselves to Jesus Christ, we actually become a new person in him, then 
we are really and truly a new and different creation.  Our old fleshly life has been put to death in 
Christ’s death, and we are then made new in him, and given the ministry of reconciliation.  We 
humans, sinful, broken, flawed that we are, have this capacity for working a reconciliation.  
Listen to Paul with open receptiveness -  

 
“So, if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation; everything old has passed away; see, 
everything has become new!  All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through 
Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation.”iv “In Christ God was reconciling 
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the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the 
message of reconciliation to use so we are ambassadors for Christ.” 
 
The Bible is full of stories of how God worked reconciliation between people; Joseph, 

attacked by his brothers and left for dead, later sold to a band of gypsies and taken to Egypt 
where, by God’s providence, he ends up in the household of Pharaoh, and from a dank prison 
cell rises to become the Prime Minister of Egypt and the deliverer of the Hebrew people.  When 
Joseph reveals himself to his brothers and they are terrified for their lives because of what they 
have done to him, Joseph rises above it all through God’s power and says, “Even though you 
intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good, in order to preserve a numerous people, as 
he is doing today.”v  Thus Joseph, and his brothers are reconciled, and his father and all their 
families come and find shelter in Egypt under Joseph’s protection.  

 
When a wayward son demands his inheritance from his father and runs off to a far 

country only to waste it all in wine, women and song, and then, famished - while working for a 
pig farmer he comes to senses and decides to return to his father! He finds his Dad running out 
down the road to greet him, embracing him in a deep hug, putting a gold ring on his finger and a 
beautiful robe around his shoulders. Extending forgiveness and reconciliation he welcomes his 
son back into the family.  The father does the same, going out to his elder son and welcoming 
him into the party – this boy who always did the right thing but had a hard-resistant heart.   
 
 God demonstrates the full measure of reconciliation in his love for us in sending his own 
Son, Jesus, to die in our place, the death we deserve, making the ultimate sacrifice for our sin, 
and thus reconcile us with the Father.  Now Christ calls us to be reconcilers.  “First be reconciled 
to your brother or sister.”  Only then come and offer your gift. 
 

Down through history, transformation has come through people, who went out, crossed 
through the barriers and extended themselves as reconcilers.  In 1219 during the Crusades, St. 
Francis crossed the barriers between the Christian and the Muslim armies and spent 3 days in 
Egypt with Sultan Malik al-Kamil the Muslin leader, in peaceful dialogue.  The two of them 
crafted a peace treaty only to have it rejected by the Christian army.  Everyone Francis met, 
whether Christian or Muslim he greeted saying, “May the Lord give you peace.” 
 
 Abraham Lincoln went from being an impoverished self-educated back woodsman in 
Illinois, to getting a law license, serving one term as a congressman in Washington, yet losing 
many other elections, failing in business, then becoming the 16th President of the United States, 
at a tumultuous moment, eventually calling for the emancipation, the freedom, of all slaves 
within the Confederacy.  Upon the defeat of the South Lincoln envisioned a plan to restore the 
South as equal partners among the other states.   Lincoln reconciled with his critics and brought 
his opponents into his fold, bringing on William Seward of New York who ran against him in the 
1860 primary as his Secretary of State, and Southerner Andrew Johnson of Tennessee as his Vice 
President, all in order to build bridges with the South. 
 
 From early years as a skeptic, critical of religion Lincoln grew to have a deep and 
profound faith.  He said, “I have had so many evidences of His Divine direction, and so many 
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instances when I have been controlled by some other power than my own will that I cannot doubt 
that this power comes from above.”vi 
 
 Historian Jon Meacham writes, 
 

“The American house had nearly fallen.  Lincoln’s implication was that it had teetered 
because the slave interest had not taken to heart the gospel of do to others as you would 
have them do unto you.   From this the Civil War had arisen.  Jesus had risen again.  Now 
America might too.”vii 
 

 Because of Lincoln – the Reconciler. And today marks the 58th anniversary of the famous 
crossing of the Selma bridge in 1965 here in AL. 
 

II 
The first step for working a reconciliation is to look deep inside yourself.  Ask 

yourself if there are people with whom you need to be reconciled.  Then do something active 
about it. Sometimes it may be a matter of writing a letter of apology, sometimes a call, 
sometimes a visit.  Sometimes you may need to be reconciled to a person who is no longer alive 
and this is harder, but there may be a family member or other way you can work a reconciliation 
with them. 

 
Then second the most important thing is simply to GO.  You do not have to have 

figured out how you will be restored to relationship with someone before you go.  Simply go, 
simply write the letter, simply make the call, present yourself openly, humbly, sincerely.  Speak 
the words of apology and understanding that seem appropriate.  But, GO and ask God to direct 
you in what you say and in what you do.  Maybe there is restitution you need to make to a person 
or situation.   Paul writes to the Romans, “do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with 
good.”viii  

 
There is a story of a farmer who hired a carpenter, gave him wood to build a fence around 

his property to separate him off from his neighbor and clearly mark his property line.  The 
agreement was made, then the farmer went away.  When he returned he found the carpenter had 
built not a fence but a bridge with the wood.   The angry farmer asked, “Where’s my fence?”  
The carpenter replied, “Well I discovered the farmer next to you is your brother and I discovered 
what you need is a bridge more than a fence. 

 
A bridge of understanding, a path of welcome, an openness to build a relationship with 

those who may seem different from us, but who, when we encounter their true humanity are so 
like us.  We tend to see people as Northerners or Southerners, Jews or Gentiles, Catholics or 
Protestants, Whites or Blacks, gays or straights, North Birmingham or Over the Mountain. We 
fail to see others as fellow human beings made from the same basic stuff as we are, creations 
made in God’s divine image.ix 

 
Jesus in his Sermon and Paul in his Letter call us to live by a higher ethic than eye for 

eye, tooth for tooth retaliation.  Which as Ghandi said – only produces a lot of blind and 
toothless people. Live by the ultimate law of God which is the Law of Love.  Take the step of 
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going out and being reconciled with those who have something against you, then come back and 
offer your worship, which will now be heart felt with prayers which will reach the Father.   

 
I remember in 1983 being so moved and excited at the reuniting General Assembly of the 

Northern Presbyterian Church and the Southern Presbyterian Church, two churches torn apart for 
122 years since the Civil War.  14,000 people gathered in Atlanta for the reuniting communion 
service presided over by the two moderators of the formerly separated churches, two crosses, 
each worn by the two outgoing moderators were pounded and welded together at that Assembly 
to create one cross for the one new moderator of the one Presbyterian Church USA. 

 
Sadly, there have been further divisions.  But where love prevails unity and peace and 

forgiveness are possible.  Reconciliation starts when we recognize a place of division and go to 
build a bridge.  Reconciliation grows at this Table.  Here under the teachings of Christ, in 
obedience to Christ, in the presence of Christ - we are nourished by his sacrificial meal. Here He 
is really truly present and the host with us.  

 
Brother Roger went on in his Taizé community to teach and write about and practice love 

and reconciliation.  A Presbyterian, he did not let denominational barristers limit him. He was 
visited at Taizé by four Popes- John 23rd, Paul 6th, John Paul 2, and Benedict 16th.   Each traveled 
to Taizé.  Later Brother Roger was uniquely welcomed in Rome at the Lord’s Table on St. 
Peter’s Square, in seeming defiance of Roman Catholic Canonical Rules, and was personally 
served communion at the funeral of Pope John Paul 2 by Cardinal Ratzinger, the future Pope 
Benedict 16th.  

 
Friends, reconciliation is real.  Reconciliation goes beyond man-made rules to God’s 

rules.  Reconciliation is healing.  Reconciliation is powerful.  This is the Table of reconciliation 
where God and we are sat down - together.   

 
“All of you who do truly and earnestly repent of your sins, and are in love and charity 
with your neighbors, and intend to lead a new life, following the commandments of God, 
and walking from henceforth in his holy ways; Draw near with faith, and take this holy 
Sacrament to your comfort; and make your humble confession to Almighty God.”x 
 
Amen. 

 
 

i Matt 5:48 
ii Matt. 5:23-24 
iii 2 cor. 514-15 
iv 2 Cor. 5:17-18 
v Gen. 50:20 
vi Abraham Lincoln, quoted by John Meacham, Lincoln, p.123 
vii Meacham, ibid. P.367 
viii Romans 12:21 
ix Martin Luther King, Jr. Strength To Love, p.35 
x The Book of Common Prayer, (1928) 

                                                      


