Reconciliation is the Centre of Our Work

Today we will continue our series on Anabaptist themes. Although | do not technically belong to
any Anabaptist congregation, my own theology and convictions do match that of the Anabaptist
movement. As such | will be using pronouns such as “we” when discussing Anabaptist Christianity.
Today we will be discussing how reconciliation is the centre of our work. Now when we think of
reconciliation in our modern context, the first thing that often comes to mind is our reconciliation with
our indigenous population. That is not entirely the reconciliation that | will be discussing today, but | will
be touching on it later and it is instructive to think about it throughout this reflection, as it does conjure
up the attitude that we ought to have when thinking about reconciliation. So, if you were here last
week and heard Gary and Lydia’s reflection on indigenous relations, keep that in mind. You see, when
we think about reconciliation with our indigenous population, we think about making restitution for
serious wrongs. That is what reconciliation is. It is about coming together again after serious wrongs
have been committed. There are three aspects to reconciliation being at the centre of our work: we are
to be reconciled with God, reconciled with each other, and committed to non-violence.

Let’s start with reconciliation to God, as it is the foundation of the rest. Why do we need to be
reconciled to God? Obviously because of our sins. The first thing we must do to get ourselves in the
proper mindset is to take sin seriously. We often think of sin as little mistakes we make. | have a story
about a little mistake | made. One of our favourite wedding gifts that we use all the time are our
melamine bowls from Kitchen Stuff plus. They come in many sizes and in all the colours of the rainbow
so we can accommodate any amounts of leftovers or any other food we need to store. Red, green, blue,
yellow, and orange. The observant among you may have noticed that | missed a colour, didn’t I? Oh
yes, purple! No that was not a mistake, we no longer use the purple one, and it is my fault. You see one
day, early in our marriage, Julie and | bought a lasagna from Sobeys. We cooked it from frozen and ate
half of it. We stored the other half in the purple melamine bowl for leftovers. The next evening, we
were going to reheat the rest of it. So, | put it in the microwave, melamine bowl and all! Now, you
aren’t supposed to put melamine bowls in the microwave because it releases toxins. So not only was
our lasagna ruined, but we also lost the bowl. Julie then called her mother to tell her what | had done,
and Sue said, “Oh, that’s such a husband thing to do!” S35 later, | ordered a pizza, and we had supper.
Now sin is not just doing husband things. It is far more serious than that. | lost $35, but our relationship
was intact, and my wife didn’t have to cook that night.

Sin can ruin relationships, and in the Garden of Eden it ruined the relationship between God and
humanity. In our Old Testament reading, God is telling the Israelites that He doesn’t want sacrifices and
burnt offerings for sin but for His people to do justice. Why does God not want sacrifices? Because God
doesn’t want a transactional relationship with us. Good works alone can never atone for our sin. God
wants a personal relationship with us. How much does He want it? Here’s the amazing thing folks, most
of the time in human instances of reconciliation, the one who did the wrong needs to do the work of
reconciliation. In this instance, God was the wronged party. And yet, He loved us so much that He did
the work of reconciliation. He became human in the person of His Son, Jesus Christ. He endured the
scorn of His people. He died the agonizing and humiliating death of crucifixion, all so that we could be
reconciled to God. But He was still not done showing His love for us! He rose from the grave and
conquered death and allowed us to share in His victory allowing us to have eternal life!



We are called to help people be reconciled to this amazing God. We are called to go forth into
the world and spread the good news to people that their sins are forgiven. All we must do to receive
the benefits of what God has done is to say “yes” to His amazing gift of love. And then, through the
power of the Holy Spirit, we can begin to live a transformed life.

Because we have been reconciled to God, we can begin the work of reconciliation with each
other. In our Gospel reading today, Jesus meets a particular sinner named Zacchaeus. Now Zacchaeus
was a tax collector. That means, that he was responsible for collecting taxes for the oppressive Roman
government. Fellow Jews would have seen him as a traitor. Not only that, but in those days tax
collectors were notorious for collecting more taxes than necessary, so they could skim some off the top
for themselves. The fact that the text tells us that Zacchaeus was rich indicates that he was very
successful in doing just that. Now, what Zacchaeus was doing was an affront to God, and therefore he
needs to be reconciled to God. However, what he did was also harmful to his fellow Jews. You see, sin
not only ruins our relationship with God, but it also is harmful to others. While Jesus’ reconciling work
on the cross assures us of forgiveness by God, it may take a bit more work to be reconciled to others.

Zacchaeus knows this. He knows that he is a sinner in need of forgiveness. He also knows that
he has wronged many of his fellow Jews and that they are not likely to let him get close to Jesus. Heis
short in stature and will be unable to see Jesus over the crowd, so, he climbs a sycamore tree to see
Him. Jesus spots him and says “Zacchaeus, I’'m having dinner with you tonight.” Zacchaeus senses the
grumbles in the crowd and offers to give half his money to the poor and out of the other half to pay
back four times as much as he has dishonestly received. You see while it was important for Zacchaeus
to acknowledge his wrongdoing, he also had to put his money where his mouth was and do the work of
reconciliation with his neighbours.

Zacchaeus’ actions are instructive to our own reconciling work with our indigenous population.
The land acknowledgement has become very popular these days, and | am not against it. However, we
need to make certain these are not just empty words. We need to make amends to those whom our
actions have hurt. Right now, our indigenous population needs clean water, this is a basic human need.
It is unthinkable that anyone living in Canada in 2022 should be without clean drinking water. We as
individuals and congregations can contribute to the efforts of Mennonite Central Committee which is
working to provide Indigenous communities access to clean water and other amenities. Apology and
acknowledgement are important parts of the work of reconciliation, but we need to build our half of the
bridge, so we can meet our neighbours in peace and friendship.

Finally, we as anabaptist Christians are committed to non-violence. Non-violence is the most
admirable trait of anabaptist faith to me. Now all Christians are supposed to have some aversion to
violence as a means of conflict resolution. Even St. Augustine’s Just War Theory only allows for war as a
last resort when all other options have failed. But as anabaptists we reject even that. | certainly believe
that there is good reason for rejection of all wars.

Let’s look at a war that all just war theorists can consider a just war. In World War Il the allied
forces fought against the axis forces. The main power on the axis side was Germany then led by Adolph
Hitler. Hitler is the typical example of an evil dictator. He believed that certain races were subhuman
and singled out the Jews for extermination. He also had ambitions of world domination so he could
spread his evil campaign around the world. If he hadn’t been stopped, it has been argued, we would
probably be living under that regime today.



But what about the allied role in that war? It must be acknowledged that we were no saints
ourselves. When Jews were trying to flee Germany, we turned them away. When the war was
underway, and Japan was part of the axis side, we rounded up Japanese civilians and stuck them in
internment camps out of fear that they might turn into spies. You see, war makes us suspicious of our
fellow citizens in ways that we would not be in peace time. It also makes us less open as a society as we
hide the truth and sometimes distort it to avoid giving an advantage to the enemy. So, in many ways, it
would be better to not have war at all.

How then should we deal with those who are truly evil? And we know there is true evil. There
is a personification of that evil, animating all the violence in this world. How do we stop a force that will
not listen to words or negotiations or diplomacy? How do we stand up to someone like Hitler or Putin
to use a contemporary example? These are hard questions, but as Christians we are no strangers to
hard questions, are we? How can Jesus be human and God? How can God be one and three? What do
we do with those Old Testament texts where God commands genocide? We may not have perfect
answers to those questions, but there are answers, nonetheless.

Now, I'm not a politician. | do not pretend to know how to handle major geopolitical situations.
That’s why | vote in elections to elect people that | assume have a better handle on that sort of thing.
However, there are things that we can do as individuals to combat violence. And make no mistake, we
are called to fight. But we do not fight against flesh and blood but against powers and principalities. We
fight against the evil that gives rise to violence. And we do not fight evil with the tools of evil, but we
conquer evil with goodness. We long for the Kingdom of God where we will beat our swords into
plowshares and our spears into pruning hooks. When | was in middle school, | attended a public school,
but my history teacher happened to be Mennonite. He told us what one of his relatives did in World
War Il. He was a medic. He went to the front lines and dragged back wounded soldiers for medical
treatment. He didn’t kill. He kept alive. He was no coward! He went right to the front lines. He simply
refused to kill. Now some people would say, “If everyone did what he did, who would defend their
country?” That may be true. But you know what? If everyone did what he did there would be no need
to defend our country. If Christians refused to fight, Hitler would not even have gotten off the ground.
If everyone in Russia cast down their arms, Putin would be unable to wage his wars of aggression.

Now, this may sound naive. It may even sound impossible. But with God all things are possible.
And God has given us a program that starts with reconciliation. We go forth to make disciples of all
nations, reconciling all peoples to God. We do the work of reconciliation bringing people together who
were previously estranged. Finally, we must instill an attitude of non-violence in all Christians. In that
way, we can defeat evil and frustrate the plans of the violent and see a glimpse of God’s Kingdom come
on Earth as it is in Heaven. Amen.



