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A Homily by “A Nitty-Gritty Sort of Love”
The Rev’d Jo Popham      Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost

September 4, 2011
Matthew 18:15-20

Do you hear a recurring theme in the readings recently? We have heard that what the

world needs more than justice is healing, that mercy triumphs over judgment and now

today we hear how people who love one another behave when faced with conflict. The

presumption is that we are here together as the community of Christ because we love

each other. But take one step back first and recall that we love because we have been –

and are loved – by God and by Christ Jesus – so that we can love.

We – the church – are to be fed with spiritual food and be equipped with the word of

God and loved through our hardships – to be sent out to renew the face of the earth. And

how can we change the world into the likeness of God? We can love it. But again, we

must first be loved so that we can love. Look around you, my sisters and brothers. The

church loves you. The church IS the people of God. And the church – the Christian

believers sitting next to you and across from you, in front of you and behind you – the

church loves us – loves us all. Today’s Gospel is another love story, but a nitty-gritty love

story.

As ones loved by God – as loved ones – we are to express ourselves in love. We must

show our love for one another even in our disciplining and our discerning. There is a time

and a need for judgment, and Jesus outlined a method for this sort of reconciliation for

the disciples – and for us.

Can you imagine there being differences among the disciples, or were they always of

one mind? These people that followed Jesus, who lived with him, and heard his

countercultural teaching, can we really suppose that they did not have differing

viewpoints? Can you imagine that they got along without any disagreements or spats

among themselves? They were human just as we are human. And they made mistakes.
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Todays’ instruction on how to resolve conflict in the church, among loving believers

falls right on the heels of Jesus’s parable of the lost sheep. If even one sheep goes astray,

our Lord taught the disciples – and he teaches us – we should search for that one and

bring him or her home. And having been found then we are to rejoice over the one that

was found. Just so if one of us strays this is how we are to bring them back into the fold.

Rather than humiliate the lost one in front of others, we are first to go the lost one to help

them see the way they have fallen away from those who love them, perhaps the way that

they may have hurt the community. If that fails then we are to bring several of the faithful

as witnesses so that the lost one can hear of our love for them and our willingness to

forgive them. Failing that the whole church may then become involved. Then Jesus takes

it one step farther – giving the church – the people of the church who act in love – one

more tool. Jesus gave us the power, the authority not just to condemn but to acquit – to

forgive – to redeem. Now that is the real truth of this reading. We have been given the

ability – we have been empowered – we have been given permission by God – to forgive.

And that my friends is the power of love. Forgiveness in the face of our humanness. That

is nitty-gritty love.

Next week is the 10th anniversary of 9/11, of the terrorist strike on the World Trade

centers in New York City, on the Pentagon just outside of Washington, DC, and onboard

United Airlines Flight 93 outbound from New Jersey that went down in Pennsylvania.

My husband and I worked a block from the White House on 9/11. Last Monday was the

sixth anniversary of Hurricane Katrina. As you know we lived in New Orleans at the

time. And this week much of the east coast of this continent is recovering from the winds

and waters of Hurricane Irene. Many of my family live on the east coast.

This past week a presidential aspirant in the US claimed that the earthquake and the

hurricane that struck the east coast was retribution as punishment from God on

Washington, DC. Speaking to a group of seniors in Florida, she said: “Washington, D.C.,
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you'd think by now they’d get the message. An earthquake, a hurricane. Are you

listening? The American people have done everything they can, and now it's time for an

act of God.” An aide later told news reporters that she said it in jest. She was kidding?

50 people died and 5 million were without power on the eastern seaboard. I don't know

which is worse: her claiming natural disasters as God’s punishment and wake-up call to

lawmakers in Washington, DC or making such an immoral and distasteful joke.

But 10 years ago, terrorists claimed they were striking out at the financial

establishments of the US by striking the World Trade Center buildings; they were

attacking the military centre of the US in the case of the Pentagon, and they were paying

back the US population in general in the case of Flight 93. And all this was done to the

glory of Allah? I think not.

The number of victims of 9/11 continues to be adjusted. In September of 2009, they

added another name to those killed in the World Trade Centers. Among the 2,752 victims

who died in the attacks on the World Trade Center there were 343 firefighters and 60

police officers from New York City and the Port Authority, and 8 private emergency

medical technicians and paramedics. The total number of lost souls in the Trade Center

attack does not include those on board the two planes that hit the twin towers.

Another 184 people were killed in the attack on the Pentagon. … 38 passengers, five

flight attendants, and two pilots died on Flight 93….And 19 hijackers died. Were their

deaths a tribute to Allah? No, God just doesn’t work that way.

In 2008, 31 unnamed dead and 54 other unclaimed bodies were buried in a Katrina

Memorial that sits atop the former Charity Hospital cemetery – a 150 year old potters

field where the poor are buried in New Orleans. The Katrina monument is a project

organized by the New Orleans coroner to honor those lost and still missing from the

storm, close to 3500 – considerably more that the estimated 1,464 victims officially

recognized when the government froze the number in 2006, and more than 500 whose
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names have never been publicly released. The search of homes did not begin until

January 2006. The effort to locate missing persons and to identify bodies came to a halt

when the state ran out of money later that same year. The search has never been revived.

On the shelter floor as I listened to evacuees stories as I offered them prayers, set up

worship opportunities for the myriad of flavors of God’s people, including Muslims, as I

found resources for food and housing and jobs for families and schooling for the children.

As I worked with my fellow chaplains, I overheard horrific accusations being tossed

about casually, including the notion that Katrina and the flooding afterwards from the

levee breaks was God’s punishment for the sins of New Orleans, for her evil ways. It was

my job to dispel these myths. And to get rid of the so-called “men of God” who were

spreading these untruths.

We are not to judge, my friends; that is left for God. We are called to reconciliation,

however, and we are given the tools to resolve conflicts. But God did not bring on – or

condone – the tragedies that took place on September 11, 2001 or on August 29, 2005

when Katrina hit or the recent earthquake and hurricane on the east coast of this

continent. No indeed. Was God – and is God – there in the midst of these disasters, made

by terrorists or mother nature? Yes, of course. And God wept with us during those times

– and God weeps still. God is present to help us recover. God has blessed us by

empowering us to rise above these heart-breaking disasters by loving the communities

that need healing back to health. Whether it be individuals within this community of God

or the entire community that has suffered small and large injuries, or the greater

community of all God’s people who need of healing, we have the means to reconciliation.

It may be that we have to invoke nitty-gritty love from time to time, but we have

permission, we have the authority and power to help heal our lost loved ones.

Lord, let it be so.

Amen.


