New Breath from Ancient Practices: Embodying the Divine

Matthew 18:15-20

Community is hard work. Whatever else our reading from Matthew may be trying to communicate, that message shines through.


People make mistakes. People do things that hurt others. People cause brokenness and alienation. And it’s those very people who make up communities.


Those things seem given. The question is what we’re willing to do in the face of such givens. How hard are we willing to work to build and sustain authentic community?


One writer shares two things he’s discovered time and again about community. The first is that we all say we want community. The second is that we usually have no idea how difficult it will be to come by.


He adds: “Community, after all, is one of those feel-good words that draw us into idealisms—we imagine something out of Cheers, a place where you’re accepted for who you are, where you’re never lonely, and where, of course, everyone knows your name. But the really difficult thing about community is that it’s made up of people! And people—not you and me, of course, but most people—can be difficult, challenging, selfish, and unreliable. Which means that usually when we’re daydreaming about community we’re often prompted to do so because we don’t particularly like the people—i.e., the community!—we’re currently a part of.”
According to Matthew, Jesus speaks about this reality of community. And he’s pretty much to the point:

· People sin.

· Communities are comprised of these sinning people.

· When a dispute arises, we need to do something about it. That something is to go and talk to the other person directly.

· If that doesn’t work, we need to involve others in the community.
· If that doesn’t work, then things are serious and the entire community is at risk.
Jesus understands that authentic community doesn’t come easily. It requires hard work.

But Jesus also understands something else. He understands that authentic community is worth the work it requires.

One writer notes that it’s worth is because “when you find it, it’s like discovering a little bit of heaven on earth; that is, it’s like experiencing the reality of God’s communal fellowship and existence in your midst. And, as Jesus promises, when you gather in this way—with honesty and integrity, even when it’s hard—amazing things can happen because Jesus is with you, right there, in your very midst, forming and being formed by your communal sharing.”

How do we go about the hard work of community? One beginning place might be to explore some practices that can help us focus on forgiveness, compassion, and reconciliation.


As I mentioned two Sundays ago, not all practices work for all people. But trying out a variety of practices can help us discover the ones that are meaningful for us. Perhaps one of the practices we’ll experience this morning will be just that for you. 


Alexandra Asseily witnessed the pain of Lebanon’s civil war. As a result, she decided to explore her own responsibility for war and peace and became a psychotherapist. Her focus is conflict resolution—whether in the individual, family, tribe, or nation. She helps people transform beliefs and behavior associated with painful memories and inherited experiences—from the smallest personal tragedy or illness to national traumatic events.

She explains that “forgiveness allows us to let go of the pain in the memory. And if we let go of the pain in the memory, we can have the memory but it doesn’t control us. . . . when memory controls us we are puppets of the past.”

I invite you to join me in a practice that may allow us to discover how forgiveness can help us let go of past pain:

· Take a moment and identify several memories that continue to cause you pain and suffering.
· As you hold those memories, what people and circumstances have you been unable or reluctant to forgive?
· How has that unwillingness or inability to forgive caused you to be a “puppet of the past”?
· How might it feel to be free of the memories or thoughts that continue to cause you pain?
Let’s try another practice that may help us visualize how we might practice forgiveness:
· Take a few deep, relaxing breaths.

· Bring to mind a person with whom you are in conflict.

· Recall what the real issues behind this conflict are for you.

· Recall what you’re feeling about this person.
· Recall what you feel is still workable for you in this relationship.
· Now imagine yourself in a safe place, and imagine being with this person.

· Tell the person, as simply and clearly as possible, how you perceive the issues between you and the truth of your experience.

· Imagine that the person really listens and hears you.

· Consider whether you might actually be able to have this conversation sometime soon.
The Buddhist monk and teacher Thich Nhat Hanh contends that “forgiveness will not be possible until compassion is born in your heart.” He describes the essence of compassion as understanding—“the ability to recognize the physical, material, and psychological suffering of others, to put ourselves ‘inside the skin’ of the other. . . . Shallow observation as an outsider is not enough to see their suffering. . . . When we are in contact with another’s suffering, a feeling of compassion is born in us.”
And he adds that when we come into contact with another person “our thoughts and actions should express our mind of compassion, even if that person says and does things that are not easy to accept. We practice in this way until we see clearly that our love is not contingent upon the other person being lovable.”
I invite you to join me in reflecting on what compassion means to us:
· When you hear the word compassion, what ideas and feelings does it evoke for you?

· How do you express compassion in your life?
· Are there places in your heart where there’s a need for compassion:

· for yourself?

· for your family, friends, co-workers?

· for your community?

· for the world?


Members of the Babemba tribe of South Africa practice a ritual of forgiveness and reconciliation. When a person acts irresponsibly or unjustly, he or she is placed in the center of the village, alone and unfettered.
All work ceases, and every man, woman, and child in the village gathers in a large circle around the accused individual. Then each person in the tribe speaks to the accused, one at a time.

Each recalls the good things the person in the center of the circle has done in his or her lifetime. Every incident or experience that can be recalled with any detail and accuracy is recounted. All of the person’s positive attributes, good deeds, strengths, and kindnesses are recited carefully and at length.

This tribal ceremony often lasts for several days. At the end, the tribal circle is broken, a joyous celebration takes place, and the person is symbolically and literally welcomed back into the tribe.
Even though we’ll probably never engage in this extensive ritual, what might we learn from it? How might reminding people who’ve committed a wrong of their positive qualities and contributions help us practice forgiveness, compassion, and reconciliation? How might it strengthen our community?
Community is worth it because “when you find it, it’s like discovering a little bit of heaven on earth . . .  it’s like experiencing the reality of God’s communal fellowship and existence in your midst.” Because of that worth, may we be willing to work for an authentic community that helps embody the divine. Amen.
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