THE 4TH SUNDAY OF THE YEAR
ST MARTIN’S-IN-THE-VELD
Text: 2 Cor 5:18-6:2: Reconciliation
I speak in the name of God Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen
In the passage from Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians, St Paul, if you remember, suggests that we who live for Christ have the ministry of reconciliation. He says that this is our ministry because God has reconciled us to himself through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. He says that through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, what is old has passed away. New life is present! He tells the Corinthians that because they have been reconciled with God through the life of Jesus they no longer live for themselves but for Christ and the people around them. He also tells them that a person who lives for Christ sees every person through the eyes of Jesus Christ. And so if God has reconciled them to himself, then they have that ministry entrusted to them. That’s what Paul tells the Corinthians. I suggest that what he has to say to the Corinthians applies very much to us too. 

I’d like us to look at 3 implications of this meaning of reconciliation this morning.

Firstly, reconciliation implies an integration, a bringing together of two or more parts, which have been unnaturally divided or separated from each other. Let’s start with an experience that most of us have encountered. Remember how it feels to be “at war” with yourself. Two conflicting parts of ourselves seem to tear us apart. We dash between one side and another, never quite sure which is the “real” me. The feeling has been given the term “fragmentation”, and that word seems to describe the experience so well. We literally feel as though we are coming apart at the seams. We become reconciled to ourselves when we allow ourselves to own and accept who we are, “warts and all”, as the saying goes. If we experience this grace, we also know a new feeling of wholeness, peace and healing.

This new feeling of peace and healing comes about because of a process of reconciliation within ourselves. We are reconciled to ourselves when we allow ourselves to accept all of who we are - the best and the worst of us; the parts we like and the parts we feel deeply ashamed to own. 

Exactly the same thing happens between two people, or between communities. When we learn to accept and integrate the other, who initially felt so different, so horrible, that we wanted nothing to do with that other: when we accept and integrate that other,  reconciliation and healing take place. When we take risks by making ourselves vulnerable; when we move out of our comfort zones; when we cross bridges to others who are different from us, reconciliation and healing takes. That is what the story of the Good Samaritan is about. It is about crossing the boundaries and risking rejection. The goal is to grow the body of Christ, to heal the wounded body of Christ, and to be Christ to one another. 
So much for the first characteristic of reconciliation, namely integration. Secondly, reconciliation, as our Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) has aptly reminded us, involves truth telling. Very often in Christian circles we mislead ourselves into believing that we should avoid conflict at all costs; that it is “not Christian” to name things as they are. Yet that is not the way of the prophets, nor is it the way of Jesus. In very confrontational, often painful ways, the prophets name truth as they see it. We cannot be reconciled if we hide from the truth or pretend things are not the way they are. That has been very well illustrated by the years of deception which led to the breakdown of relationships between communities, cultures and races in our country. We were too often able to escape by saying “I did not know”. That is no basis for relationship. Not knowing is no basis for real relationship. Relationship, real relationship, healing in which people and communities are reconciled to each other, involves telling the truth. It involves naming things as we see them. The TRC process has shown us what can be achieved when years of “not knowing” are exposed. New understandings, new acceptance of fear and shame and blame as well as recognition of pain and hurt become the basis for new friendships and relationships. 
In the reconciliation of communities or individuals, old divisions and painful memories find healing in truth- telling. Conversely, the failure to tell the truth or the attempt to forget it, only leads to old wounds continuing to fester and eat away at the wholeness that is potentially ours.

Just when we thought we have reconciliation all wrapped up, here comes an even harder part. Reconciliation is an activity that cannot be achieved from someone sitting outside a situation, manipulating it for his or her own ends. Reconciliation is a costly process in which the reconciler, the one to whom the ministry is entrusted, has to become personally involved. Jesus, as the model for us all, becomes so involved that he loses his life. Is that what we are called to do too? I cannot say! But the model that Jesus offers us should remind us that reconciling, bringing people and God back together, can be an unpopular and costly process. But we dare not leave it to the experts, or those perceived to be especially holy.  We cannot rely on clergy to reconcile embittered and divided communities and individuals. It is, as Paul reminds us, the ministry entrusted to us, each one of us,  by virtue of our Christian faith and discipleship.

Is there any good news for us here? I think that there is indeed good news - as there always is with the gospel. And the good news is just this: Until we become reconcilers and wounded healers, until we seek reconciliation within our selves and within our communities and church; until we seek to embrace the other and find a common basis for acceptance, we will remain fragmented, unwhole and hurting. Reconciliation is the process by which we grow into the wholeness to which our God who is both whole and holy has invited us.
If this is what God invites and challenges us to do, what are we going to do about it? If action needs to be taken, am I able to do it alone? Do I need to talk to someone to journey with me? Do I need to partner with someone to further the cause of reconciliation? Who could that someone be?  These are some of the questions that only each one of us can ask and respond to for ourselves prayerfully. This is what we should pray about. May the loving and gracious God be with each one of us and bless us as we pray to be agents of his reconciling and healing ministry.

Amen.

Luke Lungile Pato

31 January 2010
PAGE  
7

