
              Who’s Right? Who’s Wrong?


 A friend named Jack is around 92 years old. 


A lifelong Roman Catholic he attends church with his wife on a 
regular basis. 


While his wife is suffering from dementia, she’s comforted by being 
in a place that’s familiar to her. 


Jack is also a lifelong peace activist. 


As such, he’s spoken repeatedly with his parish priests about the 
genocide in Gaza, the horrific cruelty being imposed on immigrants 
and migrants in our country and the other startling abuses of 
power that we see occurring in Washington on a daily basis. 


When the priests refused to entertain any kind of conversation 
about these issues, Jack decided that he’d create a prayer and put 
it on people‘s windshields in the church parking lot. 


He hoped to elicit some conversation among the congregation on 
these pressing issues that are so central to any authentic Christian 
life and faith.


So as he’s putting these prayer flyers on folks windshields, three 
large men from the church, one staff member and two apparent 
volunteers, start to swear at him, calling him vile names, as they 
physically rough him up and throw him around.


He's then tossed off of the property, accused of trespassing at his 
home parish and told if he returns, he’ll be arrested! 




How does this fit in with today’s gospel lesson? 


Clearly, the clergy thought that Jack was sinning. 


But rather than send somebody out to speak with him, to seek 
mutual understanding and reconciliation, goons were dispatched to 
rough him up. 


In a way this sets the lesson of the gospel on its head. 


Because if we simply read the gospel in the straightforward way 
that most of us read it, we assume that the person being 
challenged is in the wrong. 


“If a member of the church sins against you…”


But like all things Jesus, it’s important that we recognize that often 
times the person being challenged is actually in the right.


Why?


Because we are all of us really bad at distinguishing right from 
wrong, good from evil.


It is truly humanity’s original sin.


We all do it everyday.


Yet, we usually stink at it!


That Jesus wants us to pay attention to this fact comes when he 
says how we are to approach a situation where someone feels hurt 
or victimized or wronged.




First, sit down one on one.


That will often clear the air.


Maybe something was said but heard in a way not intended.


Maybe a bad joke was construed as a serious comment.


Who knows, but often just talking it out with those involved can 
resolve the issue.


If it doesn’t, then enlist a few others to join in conversation.


Maybe a few more hearts and minds can sift through the confusion 
and find a way to reconciliation.


And finally, bring together the larger community to sort through it.


When I was a drug counselor at Hina Mauka, our residential 
program lasted between 30 and 120 days.


You can imagine the opportunities for misunderstandings and angers 
among a motley crew of newly recovering addicts and alcoholics!


Folks who are so raw, physically, mentally and spiritually.


So we regularly adopted this three step process that Jesus lays 
out; with a big circle being called when the more limited efforts 
failed.




It was a wonderful experience to see that almost always, 
understanding and peace could be found so long as folks were 
willing to be honest, not too self justifying, and really listen!


And yet, even when every effort at reconciliation fails, Jesus 
doesn’t say you can kick that person out of the community. 


He doesn’t say you can shun that person. 


He doesn’t say “have nothing more to do with that person!” 


No, he says you are to treat them as a gentile and a tax collector. 


And how did Jesus treat gentiles and tax collectors? 


He loves them. 


Matthew, the purported author of this gospel — was a tax 
collector! 


It was the gentile Syro-Phoenician woman who opened Jesus‘s own 
eyes to the breath and depth of his ministry, one which reached out 
far beyond the Jewish people upon whom he was originally solely 
focused.


Which doesn’t mean that we show up at somebody’s door every day 
and hound them. 


But it does mean that we always keep the door open to 
reconciliation, to conversation, and to new ways of looking at old 
conflicts. 


That is, after all, the way of Jesus. 




And we know that because here again he reminds them that 
whatever we bind on earth is bound in heaven and whatever we 
release on earth is released in heaven. 


What does that strange saying mean? 


Perhaps it means that through Jesus there is an always open 
channel, a connection, between heaven and Earth. 


A highway or a pathway between the two realms. 


Because our job is to help bring heaven here to earth. 


And what does heaven look like? 


According to the scriptures, it’s a boisterous parade of all kinds of 
people — from everywhere and when and how and why. 


It’s creation — redeemed! 


With all of creation — present.


It’s a place where all of us find love and joy and acceptance with 
each other. 


That’s the channel now opened because of the life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus. 


And it is we, resident aliens here on earth, ambassadors of Christ, 
who are called to help this broken world look more like the perfect 
world of God’s realm. 




We can only get there if we are open to each other, if we are 
willing to truly hear each other.


Such openness and willingness to hear only shows up when we come 
from a place of forgiveness.


Which itself is a gift from another place.


As Denis Donoghue says:


“the word forgiveness belongs to the divine.


It’s God's act: something other, … and unless we acknowledge this, 
the word is only a ‘noise we make with our mouths.’


It's ‘otherness’ is in it's very name.


Forgiveness" is "given" – not only in English.


The French say par-doner.


The Spanish per-donar.


It’s not ours to give.


It’s ‘given’ by God.


It comes from a place beyond us.” Kurtz, Experiencing Spirituality, 
120, modified.


Having begun with a story, perhaps I can leave you with one.


It’s told by Nelson Mandela:




“After I became president, one day I asked my security detail to 
stroll with me in the city, and have lunch at one of its restaurants.


We sat in one of the downtown restaurants and after a while, the 
waiter brought our food.


I noticed someone sitting in front of my table waiting for food.


I told one of the soldiers:


‘Go and ask that person to join us with his food and eat with us.’


The man brought up his food and sat by my side, as I had asked, 
and began to eat.


His hands were trembling constantly — until everyone had finished 
their food and the man left.


The soldier said to me:


That man is apparently quite sick.


His hands constantly trembled as he ate!


Not at all, I replied.


This man was the guard of the prison where I was jailed.


Often, after the torture I was subjected to, I used to scream and 
ask for a little water.




This very same man used to come every time — and urinate on my 
head instead.


So I found him expecting me to reciprocate now, either by torturing 
him or imprisoning him as I am now the President of South Africa.


But this is not my character, nor part of my ethics.


Retaliation destroys nations — while forgiveness builds community.”


Maybe this is what Jesus means when he gives us the great power 
to bind and loose.


It’s the greatest gift we can give one another.


My A.A. friends call it “the gift of a new day.”


Wiping the slate clean for each other.


Starting fresh.


And we can do it.


Because, where only two or three are gathered, Jesus himself is 
there.


amen+


