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I want to begin by sharing a story from Antigua in the Caribbean where I grew up and that this 
week was very lucky to miss a direct hit from Hurricane Irma. Just days after Antigua had survived 
the hurricane, and when everyone was still a bit on edge from their experience, a lady came into a 
take-out lunch place looking for the car owner who was blocking her. The car was parked next to 
hers and not blocking her at all. But the man whose car it was left the queue for lunch, moved his 
car and parked it somewhere else nearby. The lady was then able to see to reverse backwards into the 
road. There was a lot of debate when he came back to the queue to finish ordering his lunch. Many 
thought he should not have moved his car. Here is what he said.... "You never know what she is 
going through, maybe she lost her roof and is stressed....no problem...I moved the car." My friend 
told this story as a gentle reminder to extend as much love and patience to her fellow Antiguans over 
the next few days and week's coming up. But I as I thought about it, I realized that we need to have 
that kind of attention and care to our relationships all the time and that is what our gospel today is 
all about.  It may sound didactic, but Jesus gives us these instructions to care for our relationships 
with one another. 
 
Now the gospel we heard today is not the gospel I wanted for Gathering Sunday. Today is a 
celebration of re-gathering after summer holidays, blessing of the backpacks, and the start-up of 
many ministries such as bible study and Sunday school. Is today the time to talk about what we do 
when someone offends us especially with people who may be visiting our church for the first time? 
Hmmm… But then again, maybe it is the perfect time to talk about this – to think about how we 
attend to our relationships as we gather after the summer, to let even newcomers know that we 
care greatly for our relationships with one another. 
 
In the Gospel, we have instructions from Jesus about what to do when someone in the church 
offends you.  You are to go to that person and let them know how you felt.  If the person doesn’t 
listen, then take two or three persons from the congregation with you and try again.  If that 
doesn’t work then the matter should be brought before the church.  If the person still does not 
listen, then they are to be treated like a Gentile or tax collector. 
 
What I don’t like about this Gospel is that I find it makes it easy to take it as license to 
excommunicate, exile or shun the person who has offended. Which one of us does not at times 
wish someone in our church community would just go away? Which one of us has thought about 
using an offense someone has committed as reason for them to be out?   
 
Before we go there, remember how Jesus treated Gentiles and tax collectors. He ate with them.  He 
drank with them. When Jesus says to treat them as Gentiles and tax collectors, he is not 
commanding us to shun them, but rather to never give up on them. And then we must remember 
that in the verses after our gospel reading that Peter, after hearing Jesus’ words, asks how many 
times must I forgive someone who offends me. Seven times.  And Jesus says , make that seventy 
times seven.  
 



What I do like about the Gospel is that it instructs us to talk to the person who has offended and 
then if they won’t listen, to bring others into the conversation.  This is so important instead of 
doing what we often do which is to go and complain to someone else which does not help the 
situation at all. I also like asking others to come along when the person won’t listen.   
 
The instruction to bring it to the church when the person will not listen to the one who has a 
complaint or to other members of the church is difficult. It can sound as if it is meant to 
humiliate. I do not think that is Jesus’ intention and suspect what we know church to be now and 
how it is was then quite different.  The thought of bringing an issue with a parishioner offending 
another to our church when we have two different service times and when some may not even 
know who the person is does not make sense unless what the offender has done has affects the 
whole church and poses a danger.  So perhaps this instruction works better for a much smaller 
church community – perhaps 20 or so people. 
 
What I take away from these instructions even though all may not fit our situation, is that we need 
to be attentive to our relationships with one another. This is who we are as Christian community.  
We do not just walk away when things go wrong. We do not cut one another off.  We are brave 
enough to talk to the person who has ticked us off and see what can be done. What makes us 
Christian is not whether we fight, disagree, or wound one another, but how we go about 
addressing and resolving these issues.1 
 
This is so important because we will offend one another whether we mean to or not.  I was very 
impressed by one pastor who told the group I was in that he tells his people that he will disappoint 
them at times.  He tells them that he will offend them.  He is human and that he will make 
mistakes, but he asks that when he does to come to him and let him know.  I say the same to you.  
I make mistakes.  I will offend.  I invite you to let me know and not just walk away.  When fellow 
parishioners offend you or make mistakes, talk to them. Be attentive to the relationship.  This is 
hard and yet wonderful work. This is the work that the world needs to see and hear from us. 
 
In my time here as your rector and in my time in other churches, I have seen many people get 
offended and walk away.  I have had people being upset with me for things that I have done and 
for things that they have thought I have done.  I have had people walk away and yet I have been 
privileged to see some return and to have relationship restored. Those moments have been to me a 
sign of the power of Christ and I am grateful. In fact afterwards, the relationship has been deeper 
and stronger. This is the joy of working on our relationships. 
 
So yes the community of Christ can be wonderful and it can be difficult, but I believe that the 
relationship we have with one another are important enough to strive for the same care as the man 
in the story at the beginning of the sermon and as Jesus asks us to. I believe that we need to work 
on our relationships in the church as they go through all the challenges that all relationships 
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experience especially at this time when our country is so divided.  We need to struggle to find 
common ground, a way to go forward and a way to work together.  Because if we as a church 
community can do this, perhaps it will spread to our other relationships, to the other organizations 
we are a part of, to how we act as citizens of the United States and to our government both local 
and beyond. 
 
This is our call as Christians.  This is the joy we strive for as we gather this Sunday and believe me 
there is great joy in our relationships which is part of what we are celebrating today. This is our 
work that Christ calls us to - to be very attentive and to care for our relationships with one another 
in our community as Christians.  
 


