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Yes, this is Labor Day weekend.  A federal holiday that creates a long weekend that - we 

traditionally think of as the end of summer and for some reason the end of wearing white pants. I 

am not sure if that is still a thing?  It can give us an extra vacation day from work, and has 

habitually been a time when retail businesses offer special Labor Day sales.  So we can 

remember, not everyone experiences it as a day off from labor, as some employees are very busy 

working during this holiday. 

 

But of course, there is a little more to the origins of Labor Day leading up to when it was 

declared a federal holiday - for federal workers- in 1894.   In the later 19th century trade and 

labor union groups celebrated laborers during some variety of days. A Wikipedia search notes, 

out of the American Federation of Labor came the idea of a “general holiday for the laboring 

classes” suggesting a street parade in New York with a picnic following the march which was 

intended to express solidarity of labor unions. And the first Monday of September sat nicely 

between the 4th of July and Thanksgiving holidays.  

     

So what does this have to do with our readings this morning in terms of rest or that “final 

hurrah”- end of summer?  Nothing really. 

But I was struck by some of the originating ideas for Labor Day and the celebration of an effort 

to show public solidarity… 

 

At our best, the work of the church is seen through public solidarity, with God and each other.   

A solidarity worked in and through so many branches, denominations, ministries- or parts of 

Christ’s body as Paul describes the Church.  A solidarity that is the work of reconciliation.      

But it is clearly something we have to work at, be intentional about.  Because it is not easy or 

instinctive on our own.  It is a work of listening, learning, forgiving, as well as speaking out…it 

is that continuous work of reconciling. 

 

We Congregationalists find a portion of this reading from Matthew as that which guides our 

understanding, and even the formation of polity concerning what constitutes a gathering called 

church. It is where we hear Jesus say, “For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am 

there among them.”  We can appreciate these words now - as the reality of our physical 
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gatherings are as many as an individual or two’s and three’s,  participating from many different 

places.  All being understood as one.  For the key is that no matter where we are physically, in 

Spirit we are one, and God is among us. 

 

We are as God conceived us, not simply unique individuals in our own bubbles of joys, worries, 

sorrows and creative energies.  It is in that which connects us that makes us whole. And, that by 

intentionally placing ourselves…opening ourselves to simply worship God we are taking part in 

the work of being. 

 

That is one aspect of being church.  One that hopefully grounds us in our way of being human. 

Yet we are confronted or even part of (if we are looking) so many displays of division and hate. 

Now and in these days going forward, more than ever we need to do the work of reconciliation in 

our homes, communities, and in our world. 

 

You may have seen this somewhere, or heard me mention it before…My daughter wears a 

bracelet with the letters HWLF.  This acronym is the answer to the question WWJD that was 

coined back in the late 1800’s by Charles Sheldon, a Congregational minister and leader of the 

Social Gospel Movement which was concerned with social problems of the time: economic 

inequality, poverty, addiction, racial tension to name a few.  Sounds like familiar issues of our 

time.  It is interesting that the Social Gospel Movement began about the same time the concept of 

a Labor Day was codified, to honor the American worker’s contribution to the wellbeing of our 

country. 

 

I remember as a young woman (probably about the age my daughter is now) those letters 

WWJD, or What Would Jesus Do, being a popular slogan used for youth camp themes speaking 

the imperative to act like Jesus, or as the newer acronym HWLF, He Would Love First responds. 

In our reading from Matthew, Jesus lays out what could sound like a four-step program. A “what 

would Jesus do” method for being church, and possibly so much more! 

 

Does it sound like this is solely a method for resolving problems among church members?  To 

first speak directly to the offender - much better than gossiping off to the side.  And if for some 

reason the issue isn’t resolved, then get a couple others to go alongside.  After all, sometimes 

another person may be able to “hear” and help make things clearer.    And if that does not work, 

take it to the church.  

  

Truly, we know it is not this simple, for we all know there is often not just one side completely 

right and the other wrong when a relationship is broken. Even in the community and 

relationships that make up our country. 

   

Jesus is not speaking only to how to be church.   This portion of scripture is set in a flow of 

teaching from Jesus who, when the disciples ask who is the greatest, Jesus responds about being 

humble and how important it is to not be a stumbling block to those who have less power. Do not 

make it harder for those already vulnerable.  And just before we hear of how to deal with that 

church member causing harm, Jesus spoke of the shepherd who would leave the entire flock to 

go in search of the one, that for some reason had become lost.  The shepherd does not make a 

judgement call on that stray sheep’s behavior. We hear nothing of that one sheep being bad, a 
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drug addict, a criminal, or belonging to the wrong political party.  Just that there is joy in the 

coming together. That is the image of reconciliation that our reading speaks of. 

In fact, what if our reading is not so much a prescribed four step method for how to make sure 

we are a healthy church or community, proposing that when problems persist, well then we 

simply move to get rid of the “problem people.”    

 

Yet, when it is a matter of individual relationships in need of reconciliation, those first two steps 

seem fairly clear; be direct, do not talk behind each other’s back, desire healing.  

But when Jesus speaks of brokenness that is the work of the church as a community, we must be 

careful how we hear, “… let that one be to you as a Gentile and tax collector.”   For this is not an 

“us or them” partisan divide …nor is it a solution by which one party gives up on that other party 

– because they just will not listen to our truth.  Because if we harken back to that “What would 

Jesus do” thing, then treating those that offend or make us angry, like Gentiles or tax collectors is 

not a - turn your back on them - response. Because, what do we know about Jesus and those 

Gentiles and tax collectors? 

 

Well let’s see; Jesus invited himself over to stay at the home of Zacchaeus the tax collector so 

they could get to know each other. And what about that list of Gentiles or outsiders? He healed 

the Canaanite woman’s daughter, the Roman centurion’s servant, the Gentile - demon ridden 

man, had a deep conversation with the Samaritan woman at the well. So no, the last-ditch effort 

of the Church is not to turn away from division but to confront it and continue to do the work of 

healing the broken relationship, to keep working toward reconciliation and unity. 

  

If this is the way of being church, then it is the way of being in the world. And it cannot be 

impossible - if that is what we are made for, if that is who we say we are.                                                       

And yes, I know the idea that we are to actually love others, is not easily defined or lived, but we 

bear a responsibility.  That which we bind on earth, how we love others- or not- says something 

about our vision of God’s kingdom.  IF we believe that two or three gathered in Jesus’ name 

carries any power, it is the power of community and accountability to others, it is the power of 

reconciliation.  It is about learning and making space to heal relationships and behaviors that 

harm others.  

 

If we hear Jesus speaking to the Church about how to repair and heal relationships, then we have 

to know God’s desire for the church to BE repairers of the broken, and healers of hope in the 

world. 

Do we even recognize our own privilege in all this responsibility? To do the work of being what 

we claim to be? 

                                                                                                                                                         

By the grace of God, we are followers of Jesus, healers, and reconcilers.  For this we will never 

be out of work. Yet when we fail at loving first, I hope we will hear that one voice or the 

collective community that calls us back to love.  The kind of love that is who and what we are 

created in the image of. The kind of love willing to suffer with or just listen to another. 

 

It can be our joy, but it is hard work to be any form of community, association, church, or nation 

it seems - especially now. Author Audrey West wrote, “It is not only the novel coronavirus with 

its threat to physical bodies and emotional well-being, but also the deadly viruses of systematic 
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racism, sexism, ageism, or many other - isms that establish hierarchies of human value while 

infecting the communal bodies of the church and the world.” 

 

Clearly, we might find it to be a strange blessing; the effects of physical distancing by which we 

find ourselves gathering on Sunday morning to worship God and today share in Communion 

from many different rooms.  And then we remember Jesus also saying, “In my Father’s house 

there are many rooms…”  

 

So yes, it is a strange blessing that we have the opportunity to really live out, the work of being 

Church.  The very real relationship in Christ that we carry into our homes, schools, virtual 

meetings, public discourse, that is not bound by nor only created in these walls but by the heart 

of the Gospel!  And that the core of that heart carries the knowledge that we need the work of 

reconciliation now more than ever.  And that we can be that work, bringers of peace and justice, 

reconcilers and part of repairing the breach. 

 

WWJD  and HWLF, what would Jesus do? He would love first. Age old life concepts that speak 

out as Paul wrote in his letter to the church. That it is less about getting the rules or details more 

right than another. Our relationship with God, indeed our relationships with each other is not 

about balancing who’s got the cleanest slate, it’s about loving each other.  

  

God knows what can be done to heal this world, if only we will really see each other, listen to 

each other, and desire to work with each other.  

 

And how long do we have to keep trying to do that?  If we are listening to Jesus’ answer to 

Peter’s, how often he must forgive, then we understand we just keep on. 

  

As we come to the table together today, as One Bread and One Body…in this room and 

wherever else we are, take in that grace that knows - we are all broken human beings needing the 

work of reconciliation between us. And that God has already done that for us, we just need to 

live it. 

 

Amen 


