
 

 

Sermon for Sunday, September 17, 2017 
 

Love’s Labor (II) 
 

“Lord, if another member of the church sins against me, how often should I forgive?  As many as seven 

times?”  Jesus said to him, “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven times (Matthew 18:21-22).” 

 

Last Sunday, in the first installment of this sermon, I talked about the process of reconciliation as declared to us in 

Matthew’s Gospel, chapter 18:15-20.  It’s a process that read and employed in our name, that is, in our desire for 

justice, retribution, and ego enhancement, sounds like a manual for creating life-long enemies, but which read and 

employed in the name of Jesus is indeed a step by step manual for restoring broken relationships, not only in the 

church but in every walk of life.  With the shadow of 9/11 still lingering over us and North Korea threatening us; 

with protestors on the right and the left of our political spectrum clashing violently in the streets; with racism, 

classism, and terrorism pressing our buttons, and with bullied children expressing their anger with gunfire and the 

destruction of life, our knowledge of and practice of the ministry of reconciliation is both timely and paramount.  

We are the members of God’s reconciled community to whom has been entrusted the message of reconciliation.  

If not us, who?  If not now, when?  If not here, where?  What I hear on the news, and read on twitter, and on other 

media postings, is rhetoric upon rhetoric, and personal attack upon personal attack.  What I don’t hear is anyone 

listening, really listening, to the anger, hurt, grief, heartache, fear and frustration of others, in our schools, on our 

streets, in our nation’s capital, and around the world, and that failure to listen and understand, and respect the 

other, is tearing us apart.  We have forgotten what makes for peace, and abusing one another with harmful rhetoric 

has become the norm rather than the exception.  The gospel of Jesus Christ invites us, and commands us, to live 

another way. 

The process of reconciliation that Matthew shares with us is framed by our willingness to engage our 

neighbor in honest and forthright communication, and by our eagerness to place the renewal of our relationships 

above our own need for justice and retribution.  It is a process based on the spirit of suffering love, the very spirit 

of Jesus Christ our Lord, and the very character of God. That same spirit of suffering love is the key to 

understanding the art of reconciliation and what I am calling love's labor.  “Labor,” because for us to love as Jesus 

loved, is hard work.  It requires us to set our own interests aside, for the sake of understanding what another 

person is feeling, even a person whose views are as reprehensible to us as a white supremacist.   

The first act of love's labor is to identify the hurt we feel.  One thing I have learned about anger; it is 

always preceded by hurt.  So if you are angry, ask yourself what your hurt is.  Anger is a defensive response; it’s a 

band-aid.  We employ it to cover our hurt, to hide our wound from those by whom we feel threatened.  Theologian 

Garret Keizer notes that “anger in the face of injury is a mechanism for survival, no less than the clotting of our 

blood.  Forgiveness is the scar, and it comes later.  Anger comes first, and like all created things, it is good.”1  

Anger is not the wound though, so anger doesn't need healing.  The wound needs healing.  Heal the wound and the 

anger goes away.  Don’t heal the wound and anger can become rage.  But you can't get to the wound until you 

look for the hurt that lies beneath your anger. 

Ironically, when we go in search of the hurt that lies beneath our anger, we usually discover the 
elements of our own frail and sinful humanity.  We find that it's our pride that's been hurt, or a button 
has been pushed that we incurred from a previous injury.  When we discover that our hurt is a result of 
our own human weaknesses, our sense of self-righteous indignation melts away.  It is then that we are 
ready to approach our neighbor in a spirit of forgiveness.  Because only then, when we recognize our 
own dependence on God’s forgiveness, do we come to realize that our relationships with others are far 
more important than the preservation of our self-righteous opinions and egos. 

The second act of love's labor, once we have identified our hurt, is to communicate with our neighbor.  

We have to tell them, in a way they will hear and understand, what it is we are feeling.  Most of us just 

communicate anger when we are hurt, which puts our neighbor on the defensive.  Our neighbor hears nothing but 
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anger, feels threatened, and protects himself.  Instead, we need to communicate our hurt, to reveal the wound, if 

we truly want healing and reconciliation to take place.  So effective communication will not be charged with the 

current of anger.  It will tell about our anger, but will communicate our hurt and our woundedness. 

Effective communication begins in a spirit of forgiveness.  If we speak in a spirit of self-
righteousness and condemnation, our neighbor will back away.  Sure, you can talk about your sense of 
justice and fair play, but be certain to communicate your forgiveness.  Approach your neighbor, the one 
who has injured you, with the same humility Jesus revealed on the cross when he said, "Father forgive 
them, for they know not what they do."  Truly in most cases, our neighbor has no idea what it is he or 
she has done to us. 

The third act of love's labor is to listen for our neighbor's hurt.  People don't fight very often with thin air; 

they fight with other people.  As a result, wounds in both parties are inevitable, and the objective of reconciliation 

in the name of Jesus, is to heal the wounds in both persons such that the relationship between them may be 

restored.  So if your neighbor is angry, listen carefully for the hurt that lies beneath his or her anger. Search for the 

wound, that you might employ the healer's touch. 

Healing in the name of Jesus, means serving as what Henri Nouwen called, "The Wounded Healer."  You 

serve as the suffering servant, the one who is willing to bear upon oneself, the cost of forgiveness and 

reconciliation. You serve as a wounded healer, who approaches others in the self-knowledge that you too are 

imperfect, broken, and utterly dependent on God’s forgiveness.  Love's labor begins in the knowledge that we 

have absolutely no leg to stand on, save the merciful love of God.  We have all gone astray, every one.  The 

starting point of our whole sense of self as Christians, of our sense of what life is about, is the sense of forgiveness 

we have received in Christ Jesus our Lord.  God is the only one with the authority and the right to judge us.  And 

God is the wounded healer, the suffering servant, who bears upon Godself, the cost of reconciliation through the 

life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

Paradoxically, when the hurt of both parties in a conflicted situation has been uncovered, and the feelings 

of both have been heard, acknowledged, and respected, a renegotiation of the relationship back into a state of 

renewal takes place almost automatically.  Reconciliation is effected not by our labor but by the grace of God.  It 

is God’s gift.  You and me, when we act in the name of Jesus, serve as ambassadors of that gift, the gift of 

redeeming love, the gift of reconciliation, the gift of salvation, and the gift of communion.  It is a gift, the purpose 

of which, is to restore us into the faithful and loving fellowship of God’s family, what we sometimes call, the 

kingdom of heaven.         

So this is love's labor, the work of sacrificing the needs of the self, the ego of the self, the self-righteous 

indignation of the self, for the sake of the neighbor, that all may be reconciled and made one in Christ Jesus our 

Lord.  Is it a difficult thing to do?  Yes, especially when the injury is severe.  And because forgiveness is divine, it 

is not the result of an act of human willpower but an operation of God’s grace.  So an essential part of love’s labor 

is asking God for the grace to forgive, is praying that God’s love working in us will redeem the brokenness and 

heal the wounds, even our wounds.  Is love’s labor a scary thing to do?  You bet it is!  There is hardly anything 

quite as terrifying as going to talk to someone whom you know is angry with you.  A friend of mine likened it to 

standing on the railroad tracks and allowing the surging locomotive to run right over you.  But that is precisely our 

Lord's way, the way of suffering love, the way of the wounded healer.  Such love, such courage, such trust, has a 

way of transforming anyone it touches. 

I want to add to this that reconciliation comes in many forms.  It’s not always a restoration of a 

relationship to the way it was.  Sometimes reconciliation restores two people to a different relationship, but to one 

that is more efficacious for both.  Divorce is an example, when it’s a good divorce.  By that I mean a divorce 

where the couple has engaged in love’s labor, forgiven one another, but determined mutually that the well-being 

of both is best achieved and preserved not in marriage but in another kind of relationship.  And certainly the 

reconciliation we have with God, through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, when we embrace it in faith, 

changes our relationship with God, and with one another, for the better.  

So the next time you have a falling out with your brother and sister, go to them and talk about it, and 

listen.  But do not go in your own name, lest you unwittingly make things even worse.  Go to them in the name 

and in the spirit of Jesus, doing love's labor.  You will be reconciled to one another.  And that's the gospel truth.  

Amen. 
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