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“The Healing Power of Love”

“Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.”

The Laustsen family gathered frequently during my childhood, but one of the most
memorable of those gatherings was for my grandparents’ 50th wedding anniversary
in April 1967.  The celebration took place at the Green Valley Restaurant, one of the
most elegant restaurants in the area.  The banquet room was filled to capacity with our
large family, including both the Laustsens and the Madsens, who represented my
grandmother’s family.  There were speeches, toasts, stories about life on the family
farms in Minnesota and New Jersey, and photographs of the many children and
grandchildren that trace their origins to my grandparents’ marriage in 1917.  While
I was quite young at the time, I have vivid memories of that day and how happy
everyone was to celebrate this milestone with Laurids and Sena Laustsen.

But another memory of that day was not so bright and cheerful, for my grandmother’s
family history included a bitter feud between two of her brothers – Chris and Boysen. 
Nobody can remember how this feud began, but it had festered for decades and was
never resolved.  This was evidenced at the head table, where Chris and Boysen sat at
opposite ends; they were also as far apart as possible during the family photos.  Each
brother gave a speech, but never mentioned the other brother nor acknowledged him
in his speech or in his toast to my grandparents.  An occasion that celebrated the ties
that bound my grandparents and family in love sadly never extended to these feuding
brothers; as far as I know, they died without ever reconciling with each other.

Whatever the origin of feud in the Madsen family, I’m sure that it wasn’t as bad as
what happened among the sons of Jacob, whose jealousy over their brother Joseph
resulted in their selling him into slavery.  While parents are not supposed to favour
one child over another, it was clear that Joseph was the favourite in the eyes of his
father: “Now Israel loved Joseph more than any other of his children, because he was
the son of his old age; and he had made him a long robe with sleeves.  But when his
brothers saw that their father loved him more than all his brothers, they hated him,
and could not speak peaceably to him.” (Genesis 37:3-4).  So intense was their hatred
that his brothers at first plot to kill him: “They said to one another, ‘Here comes the
dreamer.  Come now, let us kill him and throw him into one of the pits; then we shall
say that a wild animal has devoured him, and we shall see what will become of his



dreams.” (37:19-20).  But they soon decide not to kill him but instead sell him into
slavery; they “sold him to the Ishmaelites for twenty pieces of silver.  And they took
Joseph to Egypt.” (37:28).

But the story of Joseph does not end as tragically as we might suspect.  While he is
in Egypt, it is discovered that he has a gift of dreams that give him the ability to
predict the future, especially a great famine that is to befall the entire region.  His
abilities come to the attention of the Pharaoh, who heeds Joseph’s instructions to
store up the bountiful harvest of the seven years of plenty so that the nation will be
prepared for seven years of famine.  Sure enough, Joseph’s predictions come true, and
Egypt is the only nation in the region that has food while surrounding nations are
starving.  Pharaoh is so impressed with Joseph’s abilities that he promotes him to the
equivalent of prime minister and puts him in charge of the distribution of food to both
the Egyptian people and people from other nations who come to Egypt desperate for
food.

Among those who travel to Egypt in search of food are Joseph’s father and brothers,
who assume that he must be dead.  When they come into Joseph’s presence, they do
not recognize him, but Joseph recognized them and at first treated them harshly:
“When Joseph saw his brothers, he recognized them, but he treated them like
strangers and spoke harshly to them … Although Joseph had recognized his brothers,
they did not recognize him.” (42:7-8).  This antagonistic relationship continues for
some time, until Joseph could no longer control his emotions; he dismisses his
attendants so that he can deal with his family members in private.  Standing alone
with his brothers, he reveals his identity: “Joseph made himself known to his
brothers.” (45:2).  This could have been Joseph’s great moment of revenge, exacting
vengeance on his brothers who had cruelly sold him into slavery; but instead of being
an occasion for retribution, this becomes a great moment of reconciliation and
restoration.  At first the brothers could not answer when Joseph asks if his father is
alive; “his brothers could not answer him, so dismayed were they at his presence.”
(45:3).  But the revenge they fear Joseph will exact upon them does not take place;
instead, Joseph invites them to come closer to him and then explains what has
happened since their great act of betrayal:

· “I am your brother, Joseph, whom you sold into Egypt.  And now do not be
distressed, or angry with yourselves, because you sold me here; for God sent
me before you to preserve life … God sent me before you to preserve for you
a remnant on earth, and to keep alive for you many survivors.  So it was not



you who sent me here, but God; for he has made me a father to Pharaoh, and
lord of all his house and ruler over all the land of Egypt.” – 45:4-7.

Joseph does not scold or blame his brother for what they have done; he asks for no
confession of sin and issues no absolution.  In spite of their past history, all will be
well because what has happened corresponds to God’s purposes; “their actions here
became God’s by being woven into God’s life-giving purposes.” (Terence E.
Fretheim).  Joseph now seeks to preserve his family’s life in ways that correspond
directly to God’s activity; he tells his brothers to “hurry and go up to my father and
say to him, ‘Thus says your son Joseph, God has made me lord of all Egypt; come
down to me, do not delay.’” (45:9).  They are to return to Egypt with their family and
possessions and settle in the land of Goshen near him.  Joseph assures them that he
will provide for all their needs during the continuing famine: “I will provide for you
there – since there are five more years of famine to come – so that you and your
household, and all that you have, will not come to poverty” (45:11).  A story that
could have ended with Joseph exacting revenge on his brothers becomes an occasion
for reconciliation and restoration of what had been lost because Joseph chose the path
of grace and love so that what had been broken might be restored.  Joseph became an
example of the healing power of love.

· “But instead of only focusing on the harm that the brothers intended and
caused, Joseph transitions to asserting God’s role: ‘it was to save lives that
God sent me ahead of you.’  By framing his brothers’ harmful actions within
the larger program of God’s salvific work, Joseph charts a different path from
their expectations.” – Justin Michael Reed.

The different path that Joseph charted that embodies the healing power of God’s love
is the path that Jesus calls his disciples and would-be followers to follow in today’s
Gospel lesson.  In this continuation of his “Sermon on the Plain,” where he makes
himself available to all who are interested in hearing his teachings and his invitation
to discipleship, Jesus challenges his audience to follow the different path chosen by
Joseph instead of the path that leads to vengeance and retribution: “But I say to you,
Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray
for those who abuse you.” (Luke 6:27-28).  The disciple’s relationship to God is
based on the axiom that the child is like the parent, so the character of God dictates
that we practice a love that is not limited by the responses of others to us.  Luke’s
account is similar to Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew, where
Jesus states that “you have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbour and
hate your enemy.’” (Matthew 5:43), referring to the conventional wisdom of his time. 



But those who would follow Jesus’ teachings are called to choose a different path:
“But I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that
you may be children of your Father in heaven.” (5:44-45).  Love for one’s enemies
means that Jesus’ followers will “do good to those who hate you, bless those who
curse you, [and] pray for those who abuse you.” (Luke 6:27-28).  Striking a person
on the cheek was a form of insult, a physical expression of cursing or reviling. 
Turning the other cheek is an equally dramatic and physical form of non-retaliation
that breaks the cycle of violence and rejects the principle of retaliation, which dictated
that “if any harm follows, then you shall give life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth,
hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, would for wound, stripe for stripe”
(Exodus 21:23-25).  Followers of Jesus, however, do not reciprocate, do not retaliate,
and do not draw their behavior patterns from those who would victimize them.  They
are not to react but to act according to the kingdom principles of love, forgiveness,
and generosity that is embodied by the “Golden Rule” that instructs them to “do to
others as you would have them do to you” (6:31).  Those who would follow Jesus are
to live as God lives, merciful and generous beyond all expectation and beyond all
comprehension; “Christian behavior and relationships are prompted by the God we
worship who does not react but acts in love and grace toward all.” (Fred Craddock). 
The result for those who “love your enemies, do good, and lend, expecting nothing
in return” is that “your reward will be great, and you will be children of the Most
High; for he is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked” (6:35).  The character of God
dictates that we practice a love that is not limited to others’ responses to us; “for
God’s people, loving, lending, and doing good are all about generosity that does not
draw boundaries based on the recipients’ responses” (Sarah Henrich).
Those who follow Jesus’ teachings to love even their enemies, to practice and
embody the healing power of love that led to reconciliation between Joseph and his
brothers, will also refrain from judging or condemning other persons: “Do not judge,
and you will not be judged; do not condemn, and you will not be condemned; forgive,
and you will be forgiven; give, and it will be given to you.” (6:37-38).  This command
affirms that “those who are non-violent, merciful, non-judgmental, and generous
toward others will indeed be treated in the same way” (Alan Culpepper).  The
standard of our relationships with others will be the standard God uses in relationship
to us:

· “All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has
given us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling
the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting
to us the message of reconciliation.” – 2 Corinthians 5:18-19.



Those who hear Jesus’ teachings and his invitation to discipleship are called to follow
a different path, the same path that Joseph followed in choosing reconciliation rather
than retribution.  Joseph could easily have exacted terrible vengeance on his brothers
for the heinous act they had committed against him, but that would have resulted in
the rupture of not only the family relationship but he fulfillment of God’s covenant
promise to their ancestor Abraham that “in you all the families of the earth shall be
blessed.” (Genesis 12:3).  If God had chosen the path of vengeance against the
sinfulness of humanity, God could have easily destroyed the world and all who
dwelled upon it; but because God so loved the world, God chose a different path: “he
gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him shall not perish but shall
have eternal life.  Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the
world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.” (John 3:16-17).  Our
Christian faith is rooted in the good news that even though their was no distinction,
“since all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God, they are now justified by
his grace as a gift, whom God put forth as a sacrifice of atonement in his blood,
effective through faith … for we hold that a person is justified by faith apart from
works prescribed by the law” (Romans 3:23-25, 28).  God’s love is not dependent on
our actions in seeking forgiveness and reconciliation; at the heart of the Gospel is the
gracious message that “God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners
Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8).
  

· “If God should give us according to our merit, he could give us nothing but
hellfire and eternal condemnation.  Therefore, whatever good and honor he
gives us, it is out of sheer mercy.  God sees that we are stuck in death, and he
has mercy on us and gives us life … Thus all that we have in body and spirit
he gives us, out of sheer mercy, and pours out all his goodness on us.  That is
why Christ says here, ‘Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.’” – Martin
Luther, 1522.

In the Lord’s Prayer, Jesus teaches us to pray “forgive us our trespasses, as we
forgive those who trespass against us.”  In the Small Catechism, Luther teaches us
that this means that “we ask that God would give us all things by grace, for we sin
daily and indeed deserve only punishment.  So, on the other hand, we, too, truly want
to forgive heartily and to do good gladly to those who sin against us.”  We pray that
we might also follow the different path that leads us away from the violence and
retribution that destroys toward the love that restores, rebuilds, and reconciles us to
God and to one another.  Because we have been reconciled to God through Jesus
Christ, “it follows that God’s children should be called and also be gentle, merciful,
chaste, just, truthful guileless, friendly, peaceful, and kindly disposed toward all, even



toward our enemies.  For the name of God, in which we were baptized, works all this
in us.” (Luther, 1519).

The different path that is governed by the healing power of love and the yearning for
reconciliation was the path that Martin Luther King, Jr. chose in his work toward
equal rights for all people.  King believed that the command of Jesus to love one’s
enemies was essential if the deep divisions that existed in his nation were ever to be
healed and his vision of a “beloved community” be realized:

· “Far from being the pious injunction of a Utopian dreamer, the command to
love one’s enemy is an absolute necessity for our survival.  Love even for
enemies is the key to the solution of the problems of our world.  Jesus is not an
impractical idealist: he is a practical realist … Forgiveness means
reconciliation, a coming together again.  Without this, no man can love his
enemies,”

There is evidence all around us of what happens when people choose the path of
revenge and retribution: divisions among families and communities, nations separated
into opposing camps that view each other as the enemy, and even religious
communities that look upon those on the outside with suspicion and animosity.  But
as Joseph chose to follow a different path that led to the restoration of his family,
Jesus calls us to be “ambassadors of reconciliation,” to follow the different path of
discipleship in which we look upon each person not as an enemy but as a beloved
child of God worthy of God’s love.  When we choose the healing power of love, we
will realize the fulfillment of Jesus’ promise that “my joy may be in you, and that
your joy may be complete.” (John 10:10)

As wonderful as the celebration of my grandparents’ 50th anniversary was for our
family, it would have been even greater if her brothers had finally chosen the path of
forgiveness and reconciliation that separated them for the rest of their lives.  May we
not let our divisions, our anger, or our animosity keep us separated any longer; may
we heed the call of our Lord that calls us to follow the different path of grace so that
we might also experience the healing power of love, the love that heals all wounds
and restores all brokenness, the boundless love of God that is ours in the “healer of
our every ill,” our Lord Jesus Christ.

Amen.


