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“A New Song”
In the name of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, grace to you and peace.

I don’t mind telling you, I struggled with today’s sermon. It was that first reading from Exodus that did
it, of course. It is very hard to read about God’s plans in regards to the Egyptians.

Even though we might remember that we are reading this story the way it was recorded by the people
of Israel, long after Moses led them out of Egypt, out of slavery, and into the wilderness – it is still a
difficult passage. Even though we might realize there might well have been some bias as the story
was told and retold, and then when it was written down by a human author – it is still tough to deal
with. It is very hard to think about all the “firstborn” being killed just because of the Pharaoh’s sins. 

Maybe it would be easier if I didn’t like my sister who was the “firstborn” in my family or my father, who
was a firstborn himself. Maybe.

But, you know, it wasn’t just the Exodus passage that was disturbing. There is also the psalm, Psalm
149 appointed for this Sunday morning in the lectionary. We read the part of the people of Israel as
they prayed in worship, as they asked God to wreak vengeance, raining punishment down on their
enemies.

Perhaps this is a very human response. In fact, we have heard our own politicians singing a similar
song, as they sought support from the other world leaders to move aggressively against Libya,
Afghanistan and the like.

All over the world, Christians are reading these same scripture lessons today. So how is this
judgmental, vengeful portrayal of God being heard? How is this text being preached? Is this Word we
have heard, in Exodus and Psalms, the teaching of Scripture? Are we supposed to ask God to act
against our enemies? What does the gospel reading say about how we are to deal with one who sins
against us?

Jesus was fairly explicit, at least in regard to the sins of an individual. It’s clear. Go alone to speak to
that person. If he or she does not listen to you, then return with a witness or two. If you still aren’t
satisfied, then you tell the church. If he or she doesn’t listen to the church, then said Jesus: “let such
a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.” The Gentiles, of course, were historic enemies of
the Jews, and tax collectors, the “scum of the earth,” if you will.

So, then, Jesus spoke the unexpected didn’t he?

Jesus said of the unrepentant sinner, “Let such a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.”

What is that? Did you hear that gentle chuckle from the disciples? Did you see the crinkles at the
corner of Jesus’ mouth?

Today’s text is one of a series of sayings. It is set in the context of the disciples having asked a
question about the kingdom of God. To get the full effect of Jesus’ little joke, you have to remember
to whom Jesus was speaking. These were the same folk who had but days before witnessed Jesus’
conversation with the Canaanite woman, a Gentile, who wanted Jesus to heal her daughter. Indeed,
the disciples told Jesus to send the woman away. Instead, the disciples heard Jesus compliment the



woman on her faith, and they heard him say, “Let it be done as you wish.” Instantly the woman’s
daughter was healed. These are the same disciples who saw Jesus set aside the ancient hatred
between Gentile and Jew and feed and heal the multitudes, who in response “praised the God of
Israel.”

Who were these disciples? Well, here was Matthew the “tax collector.” Jesus accepted Matthew and
invited him to be his disciple.

So then, what was Jesus saying? What did he mean when he said, “Let such a one be to you as a
Gentile and a tax collector?” Do you suppose Jesus meant, “Bring such a one to me?”

After all, in the very next breath, Jesus was talking about prayer about how two can agree and ask for,
and receive, God’s help.

Think about this. Bring our enemies – those who sin against us – to God in prayer. Who know what
it might head to?

Let me tell you a story from my own life. Of the many things I feel blessed about, this congregation
of Zion and community of Stratford being one of them, and yes, the 3 big f’s, family, friends, and faith,
I’m also grateful that I haven’t had a lot of conflict. I hate conflict. I don’t run from it. I just don’t like it.

But I have had some conflict. One of the worst times for me was when nasty things were being said
about me that just weren’t true. Not just idle gossip but malicious words intended to do damage to my
career. The problem is that no one who heard these words would go on record as to having heard
them and the person who started it all would not allow me to talk to them following Matthew 18's
guidelines. At least these people in the community who sent me nasty emails last month regarding
my support of our Evangelical Lutheran Church in Canada allowing same sex marriage were willing
to engage in email conversation should I choose.

My hurt over the lies and libel this person was spreading was affecting my emotional health and my
spiritual health. I wasn’t just deeply hurt but angry too. An emotion I can do but it never lasts long with
me. So what changed?

One day in my daily devotional reading, I came across these words of Jesus, “Pray for your enemies.”
Good advice but what do you pray for and how do you pray. I came up with this. I said the person’s
name followed by these words: “May the Lord bless you and keep you. May the Lord make his face
shine upon you and be gracious to you. May the Lord look upon you with favour and give you peace.”
I said it three times a day for over a month. Then one day, I forgot to pray. And later that day. I
realized my hurt and anger was no longer. Thank you Jesus. God is good.

My brothers and sisters in Christ. Are there people in your life, your family, your places of work, your
neighbourhood, your circle of friends and acquaintances who you don’t like, can’t stand, maybe even
hate? Bring those people, by name, those who sin against you to God in prayer. Who knows what it
might lead to? AMEN.


