A Sermon for National Reconciliation Week

Today we honour National Reconciliation Week. Reconciliation is an important part of
Christian theology. Jesus stands as a figure who was a reconciler, bringing those who had
become separated together once more, and restoring people into relationship with one
another. This took place between people, and between individuals and God. He did so with
compassion, without judgement, and with an open mind and heart. He was a listener, he
was a peacemaker, and he was generous to all whom he encountered.

Think of the way he was reconciled with Peter on the beach, asking him “do you love me?”
and receiving the answer “Yes, Lord, you know that | love you”, and then giving Peter the
task to feed and care for his sheep. After a painful betrayal, Jesus offered Peter the chance
to take back his words, and to move beyond them. This did not erase what Peter said and
did, but it allowed him to show that he was committed to a different pathway, which was
one of faith. That is reconciliation.

Think also of the way he healed people who had been hurt or harmed, and brought them
back into society. From the lepers who had been ostracised for being contagious, to people
who had been excluded for their behaviour, Jesus bridged the gaps that prevented them
from being part of the community. He restored them to their place with words of healing,
empowerment and encouragement. That is reconciliation.

We are called to be people of reconciliation. People who are willing to heal what needs to
be healed, to face what is difficult with courage and grace, and to do what is both right, and
will allow people to grow and flourish. May we take this wonderful task to heart, and be
people of reconciliation. May Jesus help us in this ongoing work, for the sake of all people.

In the Gospel passage we see Jesus speaking with the people, and being honest with them.
He declares their unwillingness to listen to him, and to take onboard what he is trying to
teach them. Like any good teacher, he knows he needs to work hard to retain the interest of
his students, in order for them to be willing and open to learning whatever he has to teach
them.

He explains what is so frustrating to him. John the Baptist came among the people with
God’s wisdom, but he was rejected. They reject him for ‘not eating or drinking’ (by which
we can interpret that he was too austere and too ‘religious’ for their taste). Then when
Jesus comes, they reject him for embracing human behaviour (eating and drinking) and
they call him a glutton and a drunkard and claim that he keeps bad company (that of tax
collectors and sinners). It's a real Catch-22 scenario, and it seems that nothing will either
please or impress the crowd, and lead people to listen and pay attention to his teaching.

The final words of that paragraph are eternally true: Wisdom is vindicated by her deeds.
The truth will become known, and it cannot be ignored. Similarly, Jesus persists and will
not be deterred. He will speak his truth. He will share his wisdom. And those who have ears
to hear, a mind to consider, and a heart to believe, will benefit.



Jesus reminds us that you do not have to be a genius to understand his teachings. He even
celebrates that God has ‘hidden these things from the wise and intelligent and have
revealed them to infants’. What is important is purity of heart, openness of mind, and a
willingness to learn and discern God's presence with us and in our lives. What is wonderful
about an infant is their desire to learn, to explore the world, and to expand their horizons;
step by step they add to their knowledge and experience, and we should be equally
enthusiastic to do likewise when it comes to experiencing God and learning from God's
wisdom.

The final part of the Gospel passage is the well-known invitation, “come to me, all you who
are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and | will give you rest”.

With these words, Jesus acknowledges that in life, some people do indeed carry very heavy
burdens. Life is not easy. We do not always have people who can share our load or help us
carry it. This is a truth we ought to remember — we do not know what others may be
carrying in their lives, so we ought to be careful and treat everyone with kindness and
compassion. After all, that is one small way that their load may become lighter, even if only
for a little while.

The notion of finding rest in Jesus is a powerful image. We can look to Jesus as the one in
whom we can find relief from our suffering, or from whatever causes us distress. | feel that
relief comes from the knowledge that someone cares, that we matter, and that we are not
alone. Jesus has trod this road before us, and treads it with us here and now. What a
comfort we may draw from this.

When | hear the verse about Jesus’ yoke being easy, | remember a wonderful thing shared
in a sermon on this passage by Andreas Loewe, Dean of Melbourne. He said that when
yoking two oxen together, farmers will often pair an older and experienced ox with a
younger and inexperienced one. That way the older ox may guide the younger ox and the
younger can learn how to pull the plough. In sharing the yoke with us, Jesus is that older,
wiser ox, willing to share their knowledge and experience with us, so we might grow and
benefit from his insight. What a moving image for us to carry, and to know that Jesus is
willing to support us as we learn and mature.

May we remember and give thanks for those who have guided us in our lives, and served
as our mentors, supporters, and teachers when we needed them. After all, we would not be
either who we are, or where we are, without them and their influence upon us.
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