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Last fall, when we were starting our sermon series on ‘Together Matters,’ I shared a story, as 

some of you may recall, from a meeting of our Pastoral Relations Committee from the year 

before.  It was September of 2020, we were still just getting back into some semblance of 

gathering in person in the life of the church, and that committee held a meeting outside, under 

the portico, where the group felt more comfortable being together.  As we gathered, we joined in 

a prayer that was led by Tom Chelimsky.  As Tom prayed, he made the simplest of comments 

that hit me like a ton of bricks.  As he thanked God for the joy of being together that evening, 

and then he noted how that simple blessing of being together was something we had always 

taken for granted, and for which he had an entirely new appreciation that he’d never had before. 

 

That off-hand comment, in that prayer, struck me to the core.  The unavoidable truth is that we 

are relational creatures.  Sure, some of us are more introverted while others are more extroverted, 

but there is a clamoring for relationship that is at the core of our being.  I’m not going to get into 

Biblical and experiential analyses of that reality, as that’s another thing for another time, but it is 

the reality.  We were built for relationship.  We spend a lot of time talking about that last fall.  

We were built to be together and to share intimacy in its many forms with one another.  And, the 

now 24-month hindsight we have on the pandemic has brought to bear the true detriment that 

separation and isolation has brought upon our social and emotional well-being.  What I want to 

really focus on today, however, is the manner in which that separation stands at the root of one of 

the most significant arenas of brokenness that we know in our lives today. 

 

It was telling (while, perhaps, not all that surprising) to note that the most oft-mentioned area of 

concern in the Lenten prayers for healing that we have received surrounded, in some manner or 

another, the brokenness between us.  As we came into Ash Wednesday, we had received more 

prayers crying out for healing in relational brokenness than we had on any other topic.  It is the 

reality in which we live most every day.  In our homes, in our workplaces, in our communities, 

in our churches…  Nearly everywhere we go we are confronted by the fact that relationships are 

fractured in more ways than we can count or even process. 

• Relationships are fractured over political affiliations, presidential preferences and 

whether that unseen party banner lingering over our house might be red or blue. 

• Relationships are fractured over culture and race – over divisions stemming from how 

much and how little attention should be given to the plight of those who encounter racism 

and prejudice in our society. 
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• Relationships are fractured by the varied perspectives on the balance between individual 

freedom and communal good – the respective roles of science, medicine and political 

principal in community health. 

• And yes, relationships are fractured by the debates over vaccines, physical distancing, 

and the interminable arguments over putting a piece of cloth on our faces.   

 

I read an article, a few months back, about these seemingly increased relational challenges with 

which we confronted these days.  Among other things in the article, the author made the 

fundamental claim that it’s a lot easier to demonize someone when there is space between us.  

This is why the internet is such a breeding ground for cruelty and hatred.  The anonymity of the 

poster, and the distance we have from any victim, allows us to say things online that we’d never 

utter to a person’s face, and this author was suggesting that the pandemic ushered us into a new 

phase of that reality of separation.  Our isolation and distance from one another, exacerbated by 

the pandemic, just made it that much easier to climb onto our soapboxes, entrench ourselves in 

our ideological bunkers and demonize the ‘other’ who quickly becomes nothing more, to us, than 

someone we don’t understand and who just doesn’t get it.  In short, it’s a lot easier to burn a 

relationship when there isn’t that much of an active relationship to burn. 

 

Now, to be fair, there is a lot out there right now.  These past few years have been wrought with 

divisive moments and experiences.  From racial tensions and Black Lives Matter to covid 

mitigation and controversial election cycles, our recent reality has been cloaked in tensions that 

have constantly baited the contentious public discourse that feeds our relational brokenness.  

That is the undeniable reality of the state of affairs in which we live.  What that author was trying 

to suggest, however, is that it is all that much worse because of the gap that has grown between 

us in our pandemic isolation. 

 

The phrase that has been running through my mind, this week, is one that goes back to riding the 

London subway system, The Underground, some 25+ years ago.  At least at that time, and 

perhaps still now, each time the subway would pull in and the doors would open, a recorded 

electronic voice would come overhead saying, ‘Mind the gap!’  ‘Mind the gap!’  There’s a gap, a 

space between the platform and the train, and this warning was meant to make sure that you took 

note of that space - this was their way of saying, ‘Watch your step!’  That phrase, however, is 

shorthand for exactly what our passages are saying to us, this morning. 

 

We encounter, in these passages, two different reflections of Jesus in some way or another 

engaging in relational discord.  In one he is offering instruction on how to approach broken 

relationship and in the other he’s actually doing it.  I would argue that both of these reflections, 

however, include the same elements when it comes to this question of restoring broken 

relationship.   

 

To start, it’s worth highlighting that both of these passages clearly involve the central element of 

forgiveness.  There’s no getting around the need for forgiveness in restoring broken 

relationships.  Without forgiveness, it’s not going to happen.  While it is not specifically stated, 

the forgiveness that Jesus is offering to Zacchaeus is undeniable.  Zacchaeus was tax collector.  

Now, if that gives you nightmares of the IRS, imagine that the people who worked for the IRS 

not only collected the funds, but then padded their own pockets by doctoring the numbers and 
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raising the amount owed, at will, to fleece the tax-payer.  That’s how Zacchaeus made a living – 

by taking advantage of others.  So, as Jesus calls out to Zacchaeus and the crowds clamor in 

disbelief, the forgiveness at the heart of Jesus’ outreach is palpable.  Similarly, in our passage 

from Matthew, Jesus doesn’t specifically note that forgiveness is part of the equation, but the 

very next words he speaks in Matthew are those to Peter, when he tells Peter that one must 

forgive seventy-seven times.  There’s no getting around the need for forgiveness in restoring 

broken relationships.  Without forgiveness, it’s not going to happen.   

 

Similarly, and I’d say quite importantly, both of these passages reflect the importance of 

repentance in restoring broken relationship.  In the story of Zacchaeus, we specifically see that 

moment in which Zacchaeus commits to returning his ill-gotten funds and giving half of his 

goods to the poor – a sincere moment of turning around… of repentance… of transforming one’s 

behavior to a new state of being.  It’s that repentance, for Zacchaeus, that offers the entry into the 

next chapter of his life.  Similarly, in these instructions for repairing broken relationships that we 

receive from Jesus in Matthew, he specifically notes repentance as a condition of moving 

forward.  ‘If the member listens to you…’ Jesus says.  Each stage in this pattern of engagement 

that Jesus lays out is grounded in forgiveness and pursuing repentance, and Jesus goes as far as 

to say that, if repentance is not achieved – let them go and move along.  There is such a thing as 

a toxic relationship, and forgiveness will allow us to heal ourselves even in those toxic situations.  

Without repentance, however, the relationship may not have that future.  It takes both 

forgiveness and repentance for a broken relationship to be restored. 

 

I think these are clear, and not really new, understandings of the Biblical model for how God 

might work among us to restore relationships.  While it is not entirely upon us to bring healing 

into that brokenness, it cannot entirely be done by God either.  We have to do our part in making 

room for God to bring healing into these places of brokenness, and that part we play includes 

both forgiveness and repentance.  What it also includes, however (and this is the one that I think 

plays a whole new role in the reality of today), is our minding the gap! 

 

In our pre-covid world, it’s this third portion of this Biblical model for restoring relationship that 

I likely would have taken for granted.  In the face of what we’ve learned and experienced over 

these past two years, however, I think it is imperative to note that both of these passages - this 

model that Jesus explains in Matthew and that which he embodies in the story with Zacchaeus – 

both of these begin with the fundamental act of coming together.  The first thing Jesus does with 

Zacchaeus is call him out of that tree and enter into his home.  The first thing Jesus suggests one 

ought to do in the face of brokenness with another is to go to that person and talk!   

 

It seems so simple on its face – but I honestly think that the new reality of our day-to-day living 

means that there is a whole different level of intent that needs to be taken in minding the gap that 

exists between us.  There always have been, and always will be, things that divide us.  In our 

homes, workplaces, communities, churches…everywhere…there will be reasons that we could 

and would disagree, and even argue, with one another.  The ability to work through those 

disagreements, however – our capacity to move beyond the arguments – is so inhibited by our 

lack of togetherness that it creates, in our current reality, chasms and divisions that simply would 

not have emerged in the past.  And, it is a vicious cycle.  The gap between us seems to naturally 

allow us to further entrench ourselves into those ideological bunkers and demonize the other, and 
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that entrenchment simply grows the gap between us.  That growing gap then deepens the divide, 

pushes us even further into our corners, which grows the gap evem more, and so on. 

 

The prayers that were submitted leading into Ash Wednesday leaned into the arena of the 

brokenness between us more than any other area of our needs.  And, yes, God can and will work 

to restore that brokenness.  But, we have to do our part.  We have to find that room for 

forgiveness – as it is the only route we can travel towards restoration.  We have to find the grace 

to repent – as some relationships can never find healing if the patterns of the past aren’t changed.  

Before any of that, however, we have to mind the gap.  We have close the distance between us.  

We have to find our times and ways of being together so that our mutual demonization of one 

another just might not come quite so easily.  We have to move past the isolation, climb out from 

behind the screens, and actually be present with one another.  Because, if we don’t start together, 

there’s simply no way that God can bring the healing needed to keep us there. 


