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Stowe Church Morning Prayer – Sunday, 7th September, 2008
Series: Jesus’ later teaching

Theme: Healing hurts within the fellowship

Readings: Ephesians 4:1-16, Matthew 18:15-20

Introduction

Dear friends, as usual, it’s a delight to be with you and to renew our friendships in this beautiful little church. Just over a week ago, I was at another place of worship, somewhat bigger than this, and about twenty minutes before the end of the service one of our star players was injured and had to be substituted. He hobbled off with a bruised ankle to sympathetic applause but he may be out for a few weeks. Poor lad, what one has to endure for a measly £40,000 a week! Still, he’ll at least have the very best of medical care (no NHS for these demi-gods) and in due course he’ll be back bright eyed and bushy tailed for another dose of adoration.
On a humbler note, at about the same time, a young mother in our fellowship at St Neots tripped at her back door, fell forward and broke both of her out-stretched arms. She has a little girl of just over a year old and some contingency support was rapidly put into place by members of the fellowship. Given time, she, too, should be OK when the fractures have healed.
Injuries of this sort must occur daily up and down the country and most of them, whilst certainly painful and very inconvenient, will heal in the course of time and even become conversation topics over the dinner table. But there is a different kind of injury – a hurt – which we seem to inflict upon one another, which doesn’t heal so easily. It’s a hurt which doesn’t show itself in the form of a bruise or a fracture but affects us in our innermost being and can last for years, if not a lifetime. It’s a very common kind of hurt which we can see/hear most graphically in soaps like “Eastenders” or in the eternal “Archers,” – where people seem to be engaged in an interpersonal war of attrition. 
Perhaps, one of the most hollow of sayings is, “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but names will never hurt me.” But, with whatever bravado these words are uttered, they do hurt us. They hurt our self-esteem, our sense of self-worth, they shatter our desire to be accepted, to be respected, to be liked. We may conclude that this is the way of the world, people are like that and we must just get on with our lives and, alas, this is true. And it may be part of maturity to learn how to cope with such brickbats of life, but is that it, that we just have to accept? Isn’t there a better way, a way of healing? 

And, of course, there may be times, occasions, when we are the other side of the coin, we are the ones who cause others hurt through thoughtlessness, insensitivity or just plain anger. There are a myriad of ways in which hurt is felt. It may be 
· Through misunderstanding, a perceived wrong which turns out to be incorrect and without foundation
·  A misplaced sense of honour – we’re easily affronted! We take offence too easily
· A need to be vindicated when we’re criticised. 

· Just a clash of personalities.

The nature of ‘hurt’ - it hurts!

And ‘hurt’ is a good word to describe the experience, because when we’re on the receiving end, it hurts! What’s more, the pain can last. It’s not like a physical injury which hurts even while healing but once the healing is complete it ceases to hurt. This kind of hurt can last a lifetime, it can afflict us in the small hours when we remember, all too painfully, the circumstances which gave rise to it. John Keats, in his sonnet “To Sleep”, wrote:
“Save me from curious conscience, that still lords 
Its strength for darkness, burrowing like a mole;”

In the communion service we seek the Lord’s forgiveness for our own failures, some of which may well have caused suffering to others, the memory of them may still haunt us and we pray,

We are “heartily sorry for these misdoings; The memory of them is grievous unto us; The burden of them is intolerable.”

‘Hurt’ can divide
And the tragedy is that such hurt can also divide people from one another. It can take the form of tension between two people, refusing to speak to one another, coolness, distancing, just about tolerant of one another. We can almost develop a dual personality. This was clearly a concern of the apostle James when he wrote,

“With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in God’s likeness. Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing. My brothers, this should not be.” James 3:9-10

But the effect of this division is often not confined to the two people concerned, it can affect a fellowship. There was clearly some tension in the church at Philippi between two women, Euodia and Syntyche, and it was serious enough for the apostle Paul to plead with them in his letter “to agree with each other in the Lord.” (Philippians 4:2). Clearly, the disagreement, whatever its cause, was affecting the fellowship there.
Does it matter?

Now, we may be tempted to ask “Does it matter? After all, if people have a personal problem, a personal hurt, that’s something they must work out for themselves.” Well, the answer to that is that it does matter, above all it matters to the Lord. The Lord Jesus said that if he sets us free, we shall be free indeed (John 8:36). His freedom is total, complete, and that includes the burden we may be carrying as a result of hurt. He said that he was the person Isaiah was referring to when he prophesied that the coming Messiah would “release the oppressed.” (Isaiah 61:2) And hurt that lingers over the years can be a burden we’re never quite free of, it can be oppressive.
But it matters, also, for the picture it may present to others, particularly those who are not Christians. Seeing unresolved personal tensions within a church fellowship completely undermines the credibility of the gospel, the good news. They do not see lives changed by God, they do not see anything different to the way people who are not Christians behave towards each other. Having a love for one another is not an option for the Christian, it is God’s command to us. The Lord Jesus told the disciples, “My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you. (John 15:12). And it is the Lord Jesus’ prayer for his church that we should be genuinely, sincerely, united in love. He prayed, “May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you [the Father] have loved me.” (John 17:23)
It is not the Lord’s will that we should carry the burden of hurt. It is his will that such injury should be healed and we should be set free of it.
The Lord’s way

But how? You may well ask, and I’m conscious of the challenge that this presents to each of us to be open and obedient to our Lord’s teaching. “… my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways, my ways,” the Lord said to Isaiah (Isaiah 55:8) and this is never more true than in human relations, the way in which we relate to one another.
In our second reading, we heard the way the Lord taught us to deal with a situation where we believe that someone has wronged us. Instead of harbouring resentment and hurt, we are told to go to the person and “show him his fault, just between the two of you.” The scripture here is cryptic and does not elaborate, but how often such a simple, direct way of talking face-to-face resolves the matter. So often, hurt arises out of misunderstanding or unintended impressions, and to talk of it openly and humbly with the person concerned, in a spirit of forgiveness, can lead to reconciliation. 
But it may be that the issue is rather more serious and the person will not listen to your side of the matter. The Lord then tells us to discuss the matter with two or three witnesses present. And if that doesn’t work, to bring it before the church fellowship.

A right attitude
Now that is the Lord’s way, it’s practical guidance, a sort of divine code of conduct that we are expected to follow. But there’s something more fundamental to the business of reconciliation, to the healing of hurts, and that is the question of attitude and motive. 
In a letter to The Telegraph a few months ago, a retired army officer who had served some years in the Middle East, expressed the view that there would never be peace there while the culture of honour prevailed. The need to take revenge, to satisfy honour, to keep a running account of people’s actions, to right perceived wrongs. This attitude isn’t necessarily confined to the Middle East, all too often we can get caught up in an attitude of recompense, the desire to settle scores, to vindicate ourselves - but this is not Christ’s way.
The Lord Jesus’ way is first to examine ourselves and how we stand before the Lord. He teaches us first, in the problem of relations to others, to look at ourselves. He asks, “Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye.” (Matthew 7:3)
Whatever the rights and wrongs of a person’s position, no matter how deep our hurt, there is nothing more humbling than to realise that, in Christ, every one of us is a sinner saved by the grace of God. That the undeserved grace and love of God was extended to us in the Lord Jesus Christ. “… God demonstrates his love for us in this:” wrote the apostle Paul, “While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” (Romans 5:8) When the truth of this begins to impact upon us there is no place for honour to be satisfied but only a humble desire to please the Lord Jesus and to find healing in reconciliation by forgiveness. Paul could never forget God’s mercy and love towards him in spite of all he had done to wipe out the gospel, “… I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ might display his unlimited patience as an example for those who would believe on him and receive eternal life.” (1 Timothy 1:16)
John Newton, as a young man guilty of so many abominable acts, could never forget God’s grace and forgiveness towards him which he expresses in his hymn Amazing Grace. He wrote his own epitaph now on his tombstone in the churchyard of Olney church:
Once an Infidel and Libertine,

A servant of slaves in Africa,

Was, by the rich mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ,

Preserved, restored, pardoned,

And appointed to preach the faith

He had long laboured to destroy.

Jesus, our example

But, surely, the most humbling experience of all is to consider the example of our Lord Jesus Christ,
“Who, being in very nature God,

did not consider equality with God

but made himself nothing, something to be grasped,

taking the very nature of a servant,

being made in human likeness. 

And being found in appearance as a man,

He humbled himself

And became obedient to death – even death on a cross!” (Philippians 2:5-8)

And the apostle Paul tells us that we should have the same attitude of humility and obedience as the Lord Jesus Christ.

Within the fellowship

But, of course, there are other kinds of hurt. There is the hurt of bereavement, the loss of a loved one, the effect of serious, unexpected disability, disappointed hopes, the break-up of marriage. Where is, then, healing to be found? There is no trite answer to this, healing of this kind takes time, but this is where the fellowship has such an important part to play. The Lord Jesus, when he was here and through the Scriptures, has so much to teach us, but the foundation upon which all his teaching rests and without which it is an empty sound, is love. Love expressed in practical ways, love expressed through prayer, love expressed in a way which says to the hurt “You matter to us, we share in your hurt and we want you to be healed.”
Conclusion

My dear friends, I do not know your circumstance this morning. You may be presenting a cheerful countenance but inside nursing a deep hurt. It may be something you have had a long time and it burdens you. It may be the result of someone’s action or unkind word. If so, the Lord Jesus has shown you how to be reconciled, go and do it now, to-day, and be healed.
But your hurt may be due to terrible circumstances and the Lord says to you, through his word, “There is a balm in Gilead,” and that balm is the Lord Jesus who was sent “to bind up the broken-hearted,” (Isaiah 61:1) He calls you to “Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you.” (1 Peter 5:7)

God’s purpose
In our first reading from Paul’s letter to the Christians at Ephesus, he sets out God’s purpose for every Christian and His church. It is a vision which should both humble and thrill us because, as Christians, we are part of it. (Isn’t that a thought as we sit here together this morning?) Earlier in the letter Paul describes the work of God in building a church, a temple, but the stones for this temple are living people and people are prone to differences of opinion, prone to being uncooperative, selfish and, sometimes, hurt. And so, in the reading, Paul urges them – and us – to live a life worthy of the calling we have received [from God]. He tells us that everyone has been given gifts and some people have been gifted by the Lord Jesus to teach and minister to us so that we, the stones, may be built up and be strong, mature in the faith. 
But a building can only be strong when it’s united, when individual stones are not at variance with one another. They must be shaped to fit with each other as stones complementary to one another, each having an important part to play in the whole. It is a great building, it is Christ’s church, and we are the stones. We should be growing in our understanding, our knowledge, of the Lord Jesus Christ but the cement which holds the stones – you and me – together, is love. And the Lord requires that we make every effort to maintain unity by the way we relate to one another, and this we are to do through love. The apostle tells us to be completely humble and gentle; he tells us to be patient, bearing with one another in love (2). He tells us that when we are called upon to speak the truth of the gospel, we should do so in love. And the result of all this will be a church, the whole body, which grows closer and closer to its Head, the Lord Jesus Christ, in love.
That is what God is working out throughout the world as He calls people to faith in His dear Son. And that is what He is working out in this part of His worldwide church, here at Stowe. “Carry each other’s burdens,” said the apostle to the Galatian Christians. Jesus said, “Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden light,” (Matthew 11:29-30) “If you are weary and burdened,” he says, “Come to me and I will give you rest.” If you are carrying the burden of a deep hurt, you should not be doing it alone, lay it before the Lord Jesus and ask him to free you of it. Share it with someone you trust and with whom you can pray together that they, in Christ’s name, may share the burden with you. 
Jesus came to set us free, may he set you free from your hurt and may the love you experience in this fellowship help you. An observer of the early Christians remarked, “How these Christians love one another!” May it be that that can be said of us, and may that be to the glory of the Lord Jesus Christ who loved us and gave himself for us.

Amen

