
Forgiver
Reconciling with God and Neighbor

INTRODUCTION TO THE WEEK
The mission of God is the reconciliation of all, and forgiveness is the practice of 
mending that makes reconciliation possible. The practice of forgiveness is central to 
being a Christian, and yet many of us find it one of the hardest practices of all. I got to 
see a very clear image of what forgiveness is like in the following way. A friend brought 
a sweater she had knitted for her husband to a weekend knitting retreat. This was the 
second time we had seen this sweater, as she had knitted it for him during the previous 
year’s retreat. But it had never fit right, and so she brought it back with the intention of 
unraveling all the yarn and re-knitting it in the right proportions. She unraveled and 
unraveled for hours, while the rest of the women knitted quietly. By the end of the first 
evening, she had a huge, unruly pile of soft gray yarn about the size of a border collie - 
and it was a mass of tangles. Slowly, she started to work out the tangles. It got late, we 
turned the lights out and all went to bed. All but one of us, that is. One of the women, 
finding herself awake, stole back down the stairs and spent the night untangling and 
rolling up the yarn into a several neat balls. By morning, there they were, sitting on my 
friend’s chair, awaiting the re-knitting.
In the following stories, Jesus both teaches and participates in patient practices of 
forgiveness and reconciliation, untangling relationships and preparing them to be re-
knit into wholeness. Disciples of Jesus learn to forgive.

Monday: The Prodigal Son, Part I

Today and tomorrow, we will be studying the parable of the prodigal son, a story 
that is familiar to many. But most often we read or hear the story of the prodigal 
removed from its setting in the Gospel of Luke (the only Gospel that contains the 
parable of the prodigal son). So today, let’s begin as the Gospel does, with a sense for 
who was listening to Jesus the day he told the parable:

Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him.  2 And the 
Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes sinners and 
eats with them” (Luke 15:1-2). 



In first century Palestine, Pharisees were a loosely identified group of Jews who 
were committed to holiness in daily life, raising up holiness for ordinary people to a 
level more akin to that of the priests in the Temple.
• They emphasized those aspects of the Torah that could be kept by ordinary 

people: study of the scriptures, prayer, keeping the Sabbath and the dietary 
laws.
• Ironically, Jesus and his followers were very much like the Pharisees in their 

focus on daily faithfulness, though with some differences in how they observed 
their faith.

Scribes were a literate professional class, most of whom were employed in a 
secretarial capacity in the government.
• At the time, there was no separation between religion and politics, so 

knowledge of the scriptures (as the law of the Jews) was part of their set of 
skills.

From the point of view of the Gospels, both Pharisees and scribes had a vested 
interest in maintaining the power structures of Roman-occupied Palestine in the face 
of a “rebel” like Jesus, who imagined a land and a people who would live as a 
witness to the patterns of God’s justice.
• Jesus can see that maintenance of things as they are will never bring about the 

kind of reconciliation that is God’s mission, so he begins to tell some stories:

So he told them this parable: “Which one of you, having a hundred sheep and 
losing one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness and go after 
the one that is lost until he finds it? When he has found it, he lays it on his 
shoulders and rejoices. And when he comes home, he calls together his friends and 
neighbors, saying to them, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep that was 
lost.’ Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who 
repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance (Luke 
15:3-7).

I once used this parable in an adult formation class, and asked whether there were 
any shepherds in the room.
• One man raised his hand. He had been raised in Wyoming, and had worked on 

the family ranch until he was an adult. “Is this an obvious thing for a shepherd 
to do, to leave the flock and seek out one lost sheep?” He answered, “That 
would have to be one really expensive sheep.”
• In other words, what the shepherd does in the parable is not obvious. It goes 

against shepherding wisdom.
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• But God is like that. In order to bring about the reconciliation of all people, 
God’s energy is directed completely toward the lost, not toward the existing 
flock.
• The parable relies for its force on the fact that God does not do the expected 

thing. Remember who is listening, the scribes and Pharisees, who are 
enmeshed in the current social and political system.

Jesus continues:

“Or what woman having ten silver coins, if she loses one of them, does not light a 
lamp, sweep the house, and search carefully until she finds it? When she has 
found it, she calls together her friends and neighbors, saying, ‘Rejoice with me, for 
I have found the coin that I had lost.‘ Just so, I tell you, there is joy in the presence 
of the angels of God over one sinner who repents” (Luke 15:8-10). 

This second parable emphasizes the woman’s diligence in searching for the lost coin. 
• Interestingly, the listeners are not told of the value of the coin; we know only 

that it was considered valuable to the woman, who turns her house upside 
down looking for it.
• In this parable, God is compared to a woman whose whole focus is on 

searching for one small object among all the items in her house.
• She will use up the oil in her lamp and all the time it takes to find that one coin. 
• Remember the complaint that the Pharisees and scribes had against Jesus: “This 

fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.”
• Jesus’ practice of welcoming sinners and his willingness to be their guest at 

dinner is a shocking outpouring of forgiveness, from the point of view of those 
who were most religious, the Pharisees and scribes.

Questions for Reflection
• Parables tend to turn pointedly upon the hearers to ask, “Where are you in this 

story?” So, where are you now in the story of the shepherd and the sheep? The 
woman and the coin? Have you played different roles at different times in your 
life? Once the sheep or coin has been found, how does its role change within the 
community?

• Looking at the parable from a first-century point of view, who do you imagine to 
be the lost sheep and lost coin? Are there groups of people who are “lost” from 
God in our society?

• Whom are disciples called to imitate? 
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Prayer
God of the lost and God of the found, thank you for seeking us out. Today may I be 
alert to all of the ways in which you seek my attention, and may I also be a part of 
your plan to re-knit our cities and communities into places of life for all. I pray this 
in the name of Jesus, our Reconciler. Amen.

Tuesday: The Prodigal Son, Part II

Today we enter into the long parable of the 
prodigal son itself, the third parable in Luke 15, 
concerning losing and finding. If you missed 
yesterday’s teaching, you might want to look 
back at it, so that you understand the context 
of this story.  The photo at the right was taken 
in the gardens of the National Cathedral in 
Washington, D.C.

Then Jesus said, “There was a man who had two 
sons. The younger of them said to his father, 
‘Father, give me the share of the property that 
will belong to me.’ So he divided his property 
between them.

A few days later the younger son gathered all he had and traveled to a distant 
country, and there he squandered his property in dissolute living. When he had 
spent everything, a severe famine took place throughout that country, and he 
began to be in need. So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that 
country, who sent him to his fields to feed the pigs. He would gladly have filled 
himself with the pods that the pigs were eating; and no one gave him anything.

But when he came to himself he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired hands have 
bread enough and to spare, but here I am dying of hunger! I will get up and go to 
my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before 
you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your hired 
hands.” ’

So he set off and went to his father. But while he was still far off, his father saw 
him and was filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and 
kissed him. Then the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and 
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before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’ But the father said to his 
slaves, ‘Quickly, bring out a robe—the best one—and put it on him; put a ring on 
his finger and sandals on his feet. And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat 
and celebrate; for this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is 
found!’ And they began to celebrate.
 
“Now his elder son was in the field; and when he came and approached the house, 
he heard music and dancing. He called one of the slaves and asked what was going 
on. He replied, ‘Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, 
because he has got him back safe and sound.’ Then he became angry and refused to 
go in.

His father came out and began to plead with him. But he answered his father, 
‘Listen! For all these years I have been working like a slave for you, and I have 
never disobeyed your command; yet you have never given me even a young goat 
so that I might celebrate with my friends. But when this son of yours came back, 
who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for 
him!’ Then the father said to him, ‘Son, you are always with me, and all that is 
mine is yours. But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours 
was dead and has come to life; he was lost and has been found’” (Luke 15:11-32).

There are many, many ways in which we could study this central parable of Jesus.
• Today, let’s concentrate on how it fits in with the parables from yesterday. You 

will recall that what the seeker (God) did in each of the stories was unexpected, 
generous, wholehearted - or wasteful, illogical, unwise - depending on your 
point of view (Pharisee, scribe, disciple of Jesus).
• In the Parable of the Prodigal Son, the father’s attention is riveted upon the son 

who has squandered his inheritance.
• We have the sense that the father cannot rest until that son is safely home.

On the other hand, the father has had the forbearance to wait for the younger son to 
repent and turn definitively for home before rushing out to greet him.
• The father never packed up and went to the “distant country” to persuade his 

son to come home.

In this way, the story illustrates the difficult and time-consuming “dance” of 
forgiveness and reconciliation:
• Clearly, the father had forgiven his son in his heart long before the son 

returned. We know this because of the way in which the father appears poised 
to run out onto the road to greet his son as soon as he comes into view.
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• But the father does not compromise his younger son’s painful process of 
maturing by rushing out to save him.
• Reconciliation with the younger son brings with it a potential rift between the 

father and his older son. The father then has to speak clearly to the older son 
about his value, while not allowing him to maintain his sense of aggrieved 
superiority over the younger son.
• One way to study the dynamics of the reconciliation in the story is to watch 

how the characters refer to one another, and the father’s steady determination 
to establish the two young men as brothers: “your brother,” “this son of yours,” 
“this brother of yours, “Son,...”.

The most significant point of the story is the sonship of the two brothers.
• Note that the father gives all the signs of sonship to the younger son upon his 

return (signet ring, robe, sandals).
• The father does not want slaves, who will simply carry out orders, but sons, 

who are deeply committed to the values of the father and who act from those 
values. 
• As sons of their father, their role is to further their father’s work in the world.
• The son who has remained and the son who has just returned now share 

equally in the work of their father.
• The “work” of the father in this parable has been shown to be not so much the 

farm the family lives on as the work of reconciliation. This is the work that the 
two sons are invited, or commissioned by virtue of their sonship, to share in.

Questions for Reflection
• This story is told to the Pharisees and scribes, who have complained that Jesus 

welcomes sinners. How do you think Jesus intended them to hear this story? Who 
(or what various kinds of people) would have been the “younger son” in their 
social context? What keeps them from wanting to welcome this “younger son”?
• What qualities are required of the father as he is waiting for his younger son to 

repent and return? What qualities does the father exhibit when the younger son 
has returned? What qualities are required of the father relative to his older son?
• If you are a follower of Jesus (a son of the Father), then you have been 

commissioned into this very work of forgiveness and reconciliation. Who is it that 
you are specifically called to reconcile to the family of God? Is it time for you to 
wait for that person, or time to rush out and welcome him or her? Who might not 
appreciate your forgiveness of another?
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Prayer
God of Forgiveness, you have welcomed me and made me a valued son or daughter 
in your family. Give me the courage and grace to be a means of your reconciling love 
in the community where I live, no matter the cost. I pray this in the name of Jesus, 
who shows me the way. Amen.

Ashes for Ash Wednesday

Wednesday: Forgiveness and Community

Yesterday, we emphasized the sonship of the two brothers in the parable of the 
prodigal son. Today, being brothers in the family of God is again a central theme. In 
most English translations, the following teaching begins, “If another member of the 
church sins against you....” But in the original Greek, it reads as follows:

[Jesus said,] “If your brother sins against you, go and point out the fault when the two of 
you are alone. If he listens to you, you have regained your brother. But if you are not 
listened to, take one or two others along with you, so that every word may be confirmed 
by the evidence of two or three witnesses. If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the 
church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, let such a one be to you as a Gentile 
and a tax collector (Matthew 18:15-17). 

The earliest Christians saw themselves as having been adopted into the family of 
God as legitimate sons, fully authorized to carry out God’s mission. Hence, to one 
another, they were brothers.
• For women in Christian communities, seeing themselves as “sons” was a status 

upgrade. It makes sense in our context to be sure that when the Gospel is read 
aloud in church it doesn’t exclude women who are listening, who will not 
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relate to the term “brother.” Thus, most of the translations we hear in church 
use phrases like “member of the church,” since that is the sense of the counsel 
given here - it pertains to all, not merely to the men in the church.
• But for purposes of study, it is important for us to take into account the strength 

of early Christians’ sense that they were part of the household of God, and that 
they were as concerned for their fellow Christians as one would be for a 
beloved brother, with whom one shared the father’s work.
• So what should you do if a brother sins against you?

As we learned in the story of the prodigal, the sons in traditional families had the 
role of carrying out the work of their father.
• Thus, in Christian community it is the mission of all (since all are sons) to carry 

out the mission of God, reconciling the world to God and to one another.
• If members of the community are at odds with one another, how will they ever 

be able to carry out God’s reconciling mission in the world at large?

This teaching of Jesus (which is found only in the Gospel of Matthew) is a guide for 
working out accountability in Christian community.
• The issue is handled at the lowest possible level, beginning with a 

straightforward conversation between the two people involved (perhaps to 
limit the public shame of the offender?); then involving a very small number of 
others; at last involving the community as a whole in the deliberations.
• The issue of one person harming another is not swept under the rug, but is seen 

as being significant to the whole community, affecting the whole community’s 
integrity.
• One of the most important aspects of Christian witness is their own churches’ 

modeling of practices of forgiveness and reconciliation.

Questions for Reflection
• Have you had experiences of a church community that had practices of 

accountability like the ones Jesus teaches in Matthew 18?
• What has been the most difficult experience of forgiveness that you have 

worked out? Did you involve others in any way, from giving you counsel to 
accompanying you in your conversation with the person you were having 
trouble with?
• What common values do the people in the teaching presumably share, even 

though one has sinned against the other? Do you think that this process would 
work with people who are not part of a Christian community together? What 
would make the process more or less fruitful?
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Prayer
God of all, you have given us to one another as a gift of true community. Teach 
us day by day how to value human community, how to guard it with practices of 
forgiveness, and how to be willing to be held accountable to one another and to 
you. We pray this in the name of Jesus, our teacher, brother, and guide. Amen.

Thursday: Forgiveness Is a Path That 
Never Ends

Then Peter came and said to him, “Lord, 
if a brother sins against me, how often 
should I forgive? As many as seven 
times?” Jesus said to him, “Not seven 
times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven 
times (Matthew 18:21-22). 

I can almost hear Peter heave a great 
sigh when he hears Jesus’ answer to his 
question. Seventy-seven times? Yikes!
• [See yesterday’s teaching for the 

meaning of “brother.”]
• Seven times was already a large 

number, seven being a number of 
completeness in the ancient world.

• But seventy-seven times (or seventy times seven, another translation) takes 
Peter’s question and expands basically it into infinity: you will never be 
through forgiving!

This teaching encapsulates the central role of forgiveness in early Christian 
communities, as they attempted to live into their role in God’s mission.
• In John’s Gospel, we read: “... Jesus answered them, “My Father is still working, and 

I also am working”...  Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, the Son can do nothing 
on his own, but only what he sees the Father doing; for whatever the Father does, the 
Son does likewise” (John 5:17, 19).
• Jesus makes these statements when he is criticized for healing on the Sabbath.
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• The critique has caused Jesus to make clear that his work is the continuation of 
God’s work.
• In his teachings on forgiveness, we can see that our work is a continuation of 

Jesus’ work.
• Today, we add the understanding that this work of forgiveness and 

reconciliation is never over and done with, never completed: “My Father is still 
working, and I also am working.”

Questions for Reflection
• Forgiveness can take a very long time to work through, or it may require many 

repeated acts of forgiveness. What has been your most serious and difficult act of 
forgiveness or reconciliation? What was the role of time in the process of 
forgiveness? How did the issue and your interpretation of it change over time?
• How might Christians today be witnesses to the power of forgiveness? What 

aspect of our larger society is most in need of forgiveness or reconciliation? What 
might your part be in that larger effort of forgiveness?

Prayer
Gracious God, you have been patient and forgiving with me over the course of my 
life. Teach me to extend that same patience and forgiveness to others, that through 
me your reconciling work may bless the world that you made and love. In the Name 
of Christ and through the power of the Holy Spirit I pray. Amen.

Friday: Healing and Reconciliation

In the ministry of Jesus, healing often leads 
to reconciliation. Disciples of Jesus partner 
with Christ in the healing of the world in 
every dimension: physically, spiritually, 
mentally. The photograph at the right 
shows a portion of the forest in Rocky 
Mountain National Park after devastating 
fires, with new growth just beginning on 
the forest floor. Read the following story of 
healing, with your eye on all the 
dimensions in which healing occurs:
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[Jesus and his disciples] came to the other side of the sea, to the country of the 
Gerasenes.  And when he had stepped out of the boat, immediately a man out 
of the tombs with an unclean spirit met him. He lived among the tombs; and 
no one could restrain him any more, even with a chain; for he had often been 
restrained with shackles and chains, but the chains he wrenched apart, and the 
shackles he broke in pieces; and no one had the strength to subdue him. Night 
and day among the tombs and on the mountains he was always howling and 
bruising himself with stones.

When he saw Jesus from a distance, he ran and bowed down before him; and he shouted at 
the top of his voice, “What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God? I 
adjure you by God, do not torment me.” For he had said to him, “Come out of the man, 
you unclean spirit!” Then Jesus asked him, “What is your name?” He replied, “My name 
is Legion; for we are many.” He begged him earnestly not to send them out of the 
country.

Now there on the hillside a great herd of swine was feeding; and the unclean spirits 
begged him, “Send us into the swine; let us enter them.” So he gave them permission. 
And the unclean spirits came out and entered the swine; and the herd, numbering about 
two thousand, rushed down the steep bank into the sea, and were drowned in the sea. 

The swineherds ran off and told it in the city and in the country. Then people came to see 
what it was that had happened. They came to Jesus and saw the demoniac sitting there, 
clothed and in his right mind, the very man who had had the legion; and they were afraid.  
Those who had seen what had happened to the demoniac and to the swine reported it.  
Then they began to beg Jesus to leave their neighborhood.

As he was getting into the boat, the man who had been possessed by demons begged him 
that he might be with him. But Jesus refused, and said to him, “Go home to your friends, 
and tell them how much the Lord has done for you, and what mercy he has shown you.”  
And he went away and began to proclaim in the Decapolis how much Jesus had done for 
him; and everyone was amazed (Mark 5:1-20).

As with many of the passages from the Gospels that we have studied, this story may 
be interpreted on many different levels.
• It is frequently read as a story of Jesus’ challenge to Roman domination, as the 

occupying spiritual force in the man’s life is called “legion”; the animal the 
legion begs to go into is a herd of swine, and the boar or pig was the symbol of 
the Legio X Fretensis that besieged Jerusalem around the time of the composition 
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of the Gospel of Mark; the animals “charge” into the sea, as would an army. 
Some understand the man with the legion of demons to represent the populace 
who have internalized Rome’s domination to such an extent that they do harm 
to themselves.
• Today, let’s look at the story as a healing with consequences of reconciliation.

When we meet the demoniac, he is isolated and chained, separated from all human 
community and dwelling among the dead. Like the citizens of the nearby town, we 
hear him howl, and see him bruise himself with stones, without knowing how to 
help him, or perhaps without the willingness to go into his place of misery to try to 
help.
• The man doesn’t even wait for Jesus to reach him, but rushes forward, 

recognizing him as “Son of the Most High God” (a hellenistic phrase).
• The “colonizing” spirits are at first afraid of Jesus, and then ask to be sent into 

the swine, who charge into the chaos of the sea and are drowned.

When next we see the man, he is sitting calmly, clothed and “in his right mind.”
• This is the happy ending, right? But no, the swineherds are afraid - not at the 

chained man or at the swine - but at the man’s healing.
• Now that the man is healed, the villagers will need to re-integrate him into 

their community. Is this what frightens them, that the man will change roles 
within their society, from an isolated demoniac to a fully participating 
neighbor?
• Or, thinking politically, are they afraid that the man’s freedom and ability to 

think rationally will threaten their Roman overlords?

Jesus will not allow either the healed man or his community to avoid reconciliation. 
• He will not allow the man to leave and join his disciples, but commands him to 

stay, saying ironically, “Go home to your friends....” (literally, “Go to your home, 
to yours....”).
• The movement of the story, then, is from isolation, desolation, and death to 

community, gratitude, and fullness of life.
• As disciples of Jesus, we are to join in this same movement, to be instruments 

of God’s healing and reconciling love.

Questions for Reflection
• Have you ever experienced a situation in which people were happier maintaining 

someone’s sickness and isolation than accepting the person anew, healed and 
participating in their family or community?
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• Write the ending of the story yourself: What did the man choose to do in his 
village? How did his neighbors respond to him? Imagine that the Kingdom of God 
was truly made visible in this man’s re-integration into society. What would that 
look like?

Prayer
Almighty and most merciful God, we remember before you all poor and neglected 
persons whom it would be easy for us to forget: the homeless and destitute, the old 
and the sick, and all who have none to care for them. Help us to heal those who are 
broken in body or spirit, and to turn their sorrow into joy. Grant this, Father, for the 
love of your Son, who for our sake became poor, Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. (From 
the Book of Common Prayer, p.826)

Saturday: Forgiveness Means Telling the Truth in Love

Among all the people whom Jesus calls, 
there is one group who truly embody 
what it might mean to be friends of 
Jesus: the family in Bethany - Mary, 
Martha, and Lazarus. In the Gospel of 
Luke, we see Jesus clearly and 
compassionately naming for Martha the 
fix she has gotten herself into one day, 
when the duties of hosting Jesus’ 
followers become too much for her:

Now as they went on their way, [Jesus] 
entered a certain village, where a woman 
named Martha welcomed him into her 
home. She had a sister named Mary, who 
sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to what 
he was saying. But Martha was 
distracted by her many tasks; so she 
came to him and asked, “Lord, do you 
not care that my sister has left me to do 
all the work by myself? Tell her then to 
help me.” But the Lord answered her, 
“Martha, Martha, you are worried and
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distracted by many things; there is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the 
better part, which will not be taken away from her” (Luke 10:38-42).

When I read this passage, I always imagine Jesus speaking with great tenderness to 
Martha when he says her name twice over. Perhaps he even embraces her as he says 
aloud what he sees happening: “you are worried and distracted by many things.”
• Jesus doesn’t berate Martha. He simply describes what he sees happening, and 

says that Mary - far from shirking her duties - has actually made a better 
decision about how to spend her time.
• Jesus is offering Martha the freedom to sit and listen, rather than anxiously 

continue her service to the group who have descended upon her house.
• Truth-telling, in love, has this kind of freedom and community well-being as its 

goal.
• By repeating Martha’s name, Jesus’ sets his truth-telling within a framework of 

gentleness, mutual friendship, and love.

In the second passage for today, we see Mary and Martha pointedly telling Jesus the 
truth as they see it, trusting in the enduring power of their friendship even when 
their words are sharp.
• Their brother, Lazarus, has grown deathly ill, and they have sent to Jesus to 

come quickly to care for him.
• Jesus lingers where he is, and doesn’t come immediately.
• In the mean time, Lazarus dies, and is buried in the family’s rock tomb in 

Bethany.

When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb four 
days. Now Bethany was near Jerusalem, some two miles away, and many of the 
Jews had come to Martha and Mary to console them about their brother. When 
Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went and met him, while Mary stayed 
at home. Martha said to Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother 
would not have died. But even now I know that God will give you whatever 
you ask of him” (John 11:17-22).

Martha and Jesus converse; Martha returns to the house; and Mary goes 
out to speak with Jesus. I have highlighted in the two passages, above and 
below, the sharp and identical statements spoken, first by Martha, and 
then by Mary, to Jesus.

When she had said this, she went back and called her sister Mary, and told her 
privately, “The Teacher is here and is calling for you.” And when she heard it, she 
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got up quickly and went to him. Now Jesus had not yet come to the village, but 
was still at the place where Martha had met him. The Jews who were with her in 
the house, consoling her, saw Mary get up quickly and go out. They followed her 
because they thought that she was going to the tomb to weep there. When Mary 
came where Jesus was and saw him, she knelt at his feet and said to him, “Lord, if 
you had been here, my brother would not have died.” When Jesus saw her 
weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly disturbed 
in spirit and deeply moved (John 11:28-33).

Martha and Mary speak the truth of their convictions:  “Lord, if you had been 
here, my brother would not have died.”
• Their statement expresses both the sisters’ faith in Jesus as healer and 

their disappointment that he did not come to them before Lazarus’ 
death.
• You may want to read all of John 11, as it is one of the most important 

and memorable stories of the Gospels (though recounted only in John). 
But today, our focus is only on the trusting friendship between Jesus and 
this family in Bethany.
• As friends, the sisters trust that they can tell Jesus the truth, without 

sugar-coating it. To hide what they are feeling would be to create a 
separation between them and the Teacher they love (11:28).
• Their trust and plain-spoken words set a high standard for Christian 

community as a place where people do not need to couch every 
statement in sweetness in order to be listened to, loved, and respected.

As reconcilers, disciples of Jesus aim to tell the truth straightforwardly and 
lovingly, with the goals of setting others free and creating authentic 
community in which people can be known, respected, and loved as they truly 
are. Where the world would often counsel us to “be nice,” the Gospel 
encourages us to tell the truth in love, and to abide with one another all the 
way through forgiveness and reconciliation.

Questions for Reflection
• Is it possible to have authentic community without truth-telling?
• What habits and customs make it difficult for people to tell the truth?
• How would we need to cultivate our communities and churches in order for 

people to feel safe in telling the truth as they see it?
• Is there a time in your life when you very much wanted to tell the truth 

about something, but ultimately shied away from it? What have you 
thought of that incident in the time since then?
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Prayer
Loving God, you have taught us that the truth will set us free, and yet truth-
telling can be risky in our world. Teach me how to tell the truth in love, to 
temper my words with your graciousness, and to have as my goal only the 
well-being of all. This I pray in the Name of Jesus, who both taught and lived 
the truth. Amen.
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