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A Homily by       “Reconciliation is more than Justice; it is Healing”
The Rev’d Jo Popham  Ninth Sunday after Pentecost

August 14, 2011
Genesis 45:1-15

Matthew 15: (10-20), 21-28

“In an emotionally charged courtroom, a South African woman stood listening to

white police officers acknowledge their atrocities.

Officer van de Broek acknowledged that, along with others, he had shot her eighteen

year-old son at point blank range. He and others partied while they burned the son's body,

turning it over and over on the fire until it was reduced to ashes.

Eight years later, van de Broek and others returned to seize her husband. She was

forced to watch her husband, bound on a woodpile, as they poured gasoline over his body

and ignited the flames that [consumed him]. The last words she heard her husband say

were ‘forgive them.’

Now van de Broek awaited judgment. South Africa's Truth and Reconciliation

Commission asked the woman what she wanted.

‘I want three things,’ she said calmly. ‘I want Mr. Van de Broek to take me to the

place where they burned my husband's body. I would like to gather up the dust and give

him a decent burial.

‘Second, Mr. Van de Broek took all my family away from me, and I still have a lot of

love to give. Twice a month, I would like for him to come to the ghetto and spend a day

with me so that I can be a mother to him.

‘Third, I would like Mr. Van de Broek to know that he is forgiven by God, and that I

forgive him, too. I would like to embrace him so he can know my forgiveness is real.’

As the elderly woman was led across the courtroom, van de Broek fainted,

overwhelmed. Someone began singing "Amazing Grace". Gradually everyone joined
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in.”1

This brave woman who offered mercy to the man who brutally killed the men in her

family is one of the most extreme examples of grace and unbridled forgiveness ever. This

woman knew that she and the murderer of her son and husband needed healing more than

justice. If we were still adding stories to the Canon of the Bible, I could not think of a

better example of a woman’s actions affecting a change of heart in all humankind.

Imagine the courage and conviction it took for this loving woman to embrace the man

who killed her family.

She was caring for her loved ones by forgiving the one who defiled them in the way

that we recognize in the story of Joseph. Out of jealousy his brothers sold him into

slavery. But God brought good out of evil. Joseph modeled forgiveness in the extravagant

act of caring for his brothers, providing food during the famine, but moreover, he offered

reconciliation and his family had the opportunity to be whole once again.

Jesus taught the same extraordinary power of forgiveness that leads to healing of the

soul as well as the body. But did Jesus always care for all people? Jesus and the disciples

left the western shore of the Sea of Galilee and traveled northwest to southern Phoenicia

which is now southern Lebanon. And a woman who had traveled to the border of

Phoenicia and Galilee to find him called to him, asking for mercy. He rebuffed the

Canaanite woman telling her that he “was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of

Israel.” But this mother whose daughter was “tormented by a demon” would not give up.

She was God’s instrument – God’s agent of change – so she persisted even when the

disciples urged Jesus to send her away. She kept up her plea “Lord, help me.” Her

bravery was prompted by her love and compassion for her daughter. Her child was in

need of healing. She had heard about this healer and she recognized Jesus as the Messiah

even though she was a Gentile from Phoenicia, a Canaanite, what the Jews would have

considered the scum of the earth. This woman managed to kneel before our Lord. And
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then he tested her, he tested her faith in him. He said those harsh words: “It is not fair to

take the children's food and throw it to the dogs.” He was asking her if she would dare to

take the food – the gospel – from the children – the Jews – and give it to the dogs – the

Gentiles. She tells Jesus that he can still help her and her daughter, even if she is a

Gentile, for the Gentiles have heard and have faith that he was the Messiah. What seems

like an insult is turned upside down by her faith. And Jesus’s commitment to only the lost

Jews turns to the Gentiles, as well.

Heretofore the Word of God was only for the Jews. Jesus had thought that God had

sent him to renew the faith of the people of Israel. After his encounter with the Canaanite

woman he recognized that he was called to turn the hearts of all people to God, to model

reconciliation and teach forgiveness for all – justice, yes, but moreover healing for all

people. Jesus offered mercy to the Canaanite woman from Phoenicia and her daughter

was healed because of her great faith – a healing not merely justice that was reserved for

only the Jews. During Apartheid there was justice, but only for white people. Before the

healing stories of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission and the radical forgiveness of

Officer van de Broek, there was still pain around the evil intentions of one race against

another. Just so, in the story in Genesis, Joseph who sat in a place of Egyptian authority

forgave an unspeakable act by his Hebrew brothers.

This leads me to think of reconciliation in the context of our worship and our

invitation to confession in most of our services. Generally this invitation is issued by a

deacon, or in the absence of a deacon , then the priest or the bishop. It is our custom for

the lay reader to invite the congregation to confession. If you have not seen the poster on

the window outside my office, it reads “You don’t have to wear a collar to be a minister.”

That expresses my philosophy with regards to ministry, but most especially with regard

to our lay readers. The rubrics – those instructions in italics – in the BCP say that the

priest or other minister reads the invitation. For me, one of the most meaningful moments
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in worship is when the lay reader invites the congregation to confess their sins. Our lay

readers serve many other functions leading worship services, but the invitation to the

confession is one of the most important.

In reconciliation, forgiveness and mercy are offered through our Lord Jesus Christ

This is not unlike the forgiveness and mercy in the story of Joseph and his brothers and

their families who were saved through his extravagant love, in the bold story of a the

Canaanite woman who spoke up to Jesus and through her acts saved the Gentiles – saved

us – and in the true story of the woman who forgave the South African policeman who

had killed her son and husband. When we are forgiven, our sins no longer exist. They are

gone. They are completely gone. We cannot take them back on ourselves. They are gone.

Reconciliation is more than justice; it conveys complete healing.

So when the lay reader invites us to confess corporately those things that are in our

hearts that need forgiving, may we think of Joseph, and the woman who came out of

Phoenicia, and the loving mother and wife who modeled forgiveness at the end of

Apartheid and started a revolution of forgiveness throughout South Africa.

Listen well to the lay reader when we are invited to confess our sins, for we too will

be offered that same sort of forgiveness.

                                                  
1 [Stanley W. Green, “The Canadian Mennonite” (9-4-00), p. 11]. This incident actually
happened in a courtroom in Johannesburg, South Africa. Archbishop Desmond Tutu
headed up an official government panel called the Truth and Reconciliation Commission.


