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If you’ve been around awhile, you know that since April I have been 
preaching once a month on stewardship. Three of these stewardship 
sermons have focused on our three core values---hospitality, spiritual 
growth and justice through service. The point of this series is to help us 
connect our individual giving and corporate spending with our core 
values and what we believe about God and the work of the church. 
Stewardship is not just about money, it’s about caring for and tending 
to all that is our lives. It is about wholeness and balance. Yes, giving our 
money is one part of our lives together. But I want us all to give 
because the church is doing something that is so compelling and has 
the possibility to make such a difference, that we want to be part of it 
in all kinds of ways, including through our giving. Today, we turn our 
attention to our hospitality core value, how we currently engage this 
core value, and what possibilities exist as we look to the future.  
 
When I have talked to visitors, I have been told that this congregation is 
very welcoming. I have watched as you make a point to greet visitors. 
We have cookies at the Welcome Center on Sunday mornings and 
coffee in the kitchen. I’ve been told the practice of bringing cookies 
started with the desire to welcome visitors more completely. Our 
church is one of the host congregations for Family Promise. Each week 
that we host members of the church cook meals, play with children, 
visit with weary parents, and generally make sure the families feel 
welcome here. We have a PRAYground in our sanctuary. This little play 
area was set up as a way of showing hospitality to families with young 
children who might be nervous about their child making noise or who 
would prefer to keep their children with them, rather than placing 
them in the nursery. We are very generous with the use of our building 



throughout the week. There is a soccer team that uses our field on 
Tuesday and Thursday evenings. A Boy Scout troop meets here weekly. 
I often host community meetings here for groups I am involved in. I 
wonder, are there ways you see us engaging in hospitality that you 
would like to lift up this morning? 
 
Hospitality is a big deal in the Bible. The epic story of Sodom and 
Gomorrah was told and written down to teach us that nothing good 
happens to people who display a lack of hospitality. Don’t let anyone 
tell you that story is about homosexuality. It’s not. It’s about people 
who did not welcome the stranger and it ended badly. And, in the New 
Testament, Jesus’ first miracle in the Gospel of John, was about 
hospitality. At the wedding feast in Cana, the hosts ran out of wine. 
Jesus, knowing how important good hospitality was, turned water to 
wine and the party went on. As I said, hospitality is a big deal in the 
Bible. 
 
Today’s scripture is not a passage that is specifically about hospitality, 
but instead, it’s about the work we need to do so that we can be ready 
to authentically practice hospitality. This is Matthew 18:21-35: 
 
Matthew 18:21-35 
21 Then Peter came and said to him, ‘Lord, if another member of the 
church* sins against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven 
times?’ 22Jesus said to him, ‘Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-
seven* times. 
23 ‘For this reason the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king 
who wished to settle accounts with his slaves. 24When he began the 
reckoning, one who owed him ten thousand talents* was brought to 
him;25and, as he could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold, 
together with his wife and children and all his possessions, and 
payment to be made.26So the slave fell on his knees before him, saying, 
“Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.” 27And out of 

javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);


pity for him, the lord of that slave released him and forgave him the 
debt. 28But that same slave, as he went out, came upon one of his 
fellow-slaves who owed him a hundred denarii;* and seizing him by the 
throat, he said, “Pay what you owe.” 29Then his fellow-slave fell down 
and pleaded with him, “Have patience with me, and I will pay 
you.” 30But he refused; then he went and threw him into prison until he 
should pay the debt. 31When his fellow-slaves saw what had happened, 
they were greatly distressed, and they went and reported to their lord 
all that had taken place. 32Then his lord summoned him and said to him, 
“You wicked slave! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with 
me. 33Should you not have had mercy on your fellow-slave, as I had 
mercy on you?” 34And in anger his lord handed him over to be tortured 
until he should pay his entire debt. 35So my heavenly Father will also do 
to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother or sister* from 
your heart.’ 
 
Approaching this passage in context, we kind of get the idea that there 
was some tension among the disciples. Just before the verses I read, 
there was the question about who was the greatest disciple, a blurb 
about how to deal with weaker members of the community, and what 
to do with the ones among them who fail to live up to the expectations 
of the community. This section reads a little bit like a parent who is 
trying to cover all of the bases with bickering children. “No, you cannot 
pull your brother’s hair, not even if he steals your gum. Yes, you are 
responsible to walk your sister home, even if she calls you a poopy 
head.” I have in mind this picture of Jesus wanted to scream, “Knock it 
off, just take care of each other.” 
 
In fact, as we consider this text, it’s important for us to think about it in 
terms of community, the practices necessary to build up the 
community of faith. At the heart of these practices is the ongoing 
activity of forgiveness. According to the text, there is no limit on 
forgiveness because it is a never-ending practice, essential to the life of 
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the church. In other words, as members of this community of faith, we 
are always working on forgiveness…it’s never done. 
 
In this parable of the unforgiving servant, Jesus speaks to the necessity 
of forgiveness, I believe, because unforgiveness is devastating to us as 
individuals, but especially to us in our lives together in the church. The 
parable Jesus told is an intentional exaggeration. The people, in fact, 
should have known the source and reality of forgiveness, so in a way, 
Jesus was kind of saying, in response to Peter’s question about 
forgiveness, “How can you ask such a stupid question?” Jesus told this 
extreme parable to startle Peter and the others into seeing the truth 
and living it out. The details in the parable are so absurd, they would 
have gotten the listeners’ attention right away.  
 
When the king was settling accounts, there was a slave who owed him 
ten thousand talents. A single talent equaled many years of wages for a 
laborer. Ten thousand talents was akin to saying the slave owed the 
king a zillion gajillion dollars. It’s absurd. There is no way a slave could 
owe this much and certainly no way he could ever pay back that kind of 
money, which made the slave’s promise to pay the money back absurd 
as well. Also, the likelihood that a king would forgive a sum of money 
like that is nil.  
 
The absurdity continued as the slave who had been forgiven an 
unimaginable debt, not only refused to forgive the comparably tiny 
debt of his fellow slave, but acted pretty extremely, seizing the debtor 
by the throat and throwing him into prison. The community of slaves, 
presumably having witnessed all of the proceeding events, reported 
this to the king who handed the unforgiving slave over to be tortured 
until he could repay the debt, that is---forever. The parable ends with 
this conclusion, also meant to be absurd, “So my heavenly Father will 
also do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother or sister 
from your heart.” God will torture us if we fail to forgive? This final 



statement is meant to startle and awaken the church to the importance 
of forgiveness and the utter absurdity of God’s grace. 
 
You see, the initial grace shown by the king to the servant ought to 
engender gratitude. This “over the top” grace renders obscene the 
actions of the unforgiving slave, who having been forgiven an 
impossible debt, treats his fellow slave so badly. As readers, we shake 
our heads and pronounce this behavior unbelievable, ridiculous, oh so 
wrong. How could anyone do such a thing? At that point, hopefully we 
get it. As the church, we ought to know the answer to Peter’s question. 
Our God has forgiven us over and over, and continues to forgive even 
now. This parable reminds us of the imperative of the ongoing work of 
forgiveness in our life together.  
 
Forgiveness is work. But, it is important work, especially if we want to 
continue to extend hospitality to others, welcoming them into our 
community. We have to be healthy…this community has to be healthy, 
so that we can be a safe place for our neighbors to dwell and a safe 
place for all of us to linger. And the reality is that anytime people are 
involved, there will be opportunities to forgive. I was talking with 
someone who has been visiting the church for a while and we were 
talking about membership. In response to my offer to answer any 
questions this person had, I was asked, “What happens if I disappoint 
you or other members of the church?” I said to this beautiful, imperfect 
human being, “Of course you will disappoint someone. And we will 
disappoint you. It’s what human beings do. The trick is to make the 
decision every single day that we are going to choose to stay in 
relationship, even when we disagree, even when we hurt each other, 
because these relationships are worth it.” 
 
The slave in the parable, who has been forgiven a huge debt, seems to 
have no sense in his heart or mind of the enormity of the generosity 
and graciousness that has been shown to him. When we are unable to 



forgive others, we suffer from this same amnesia. We have all been 
forgiven. At times, we are forgiven without even knowing it. I would 
imagine we would all be startled by the number of times we have hurt 
others and they have never said anything to us, they have just quietly 
forgiven us. Forgiveness is not denying our hurt. In fact, we are unable 
to forgive if we minimize what has happened to us, gloss over it, or tell 
ourselves it wasn’t really that bad. Forgiveness is a possibility only 
when we acknowledge the negative impact of another person’s actions 
or attitudes in our lives. Forgiveness doesn’t make the other person’s 
actions okay. In fact, it claims those actions as not okay. 
 
I want to note here that this parable says nothing about the offender 
acknowledging his debt, apologizing, or making restitution. Certainly, 
there is an expectation that forgiveness will affect the offender’s 
behavior and attitudes moving forward. But the action of forgiveness is 
all about the forgiver. The offender has no role in forgiveness, 
according to this parable. The idea that the offender has to 
acknowledge his offense and feel remorse is not part of this parable. 
The offender has no control over our ability to forgive. 
 
Because this parable is about life in Christian community, I want to talk 
specifically about forgiveness in the church, between church members. 
The truth is, we hurt each other sometimes. People in every church, 
everywhere, hurt each other. We are people. Sadly, again, that’s what 
people do. With every fiber of my being, though, I believe that we don’t 
want to hurt other people. And that might be why it’s so hard for some 
of us to admit it when we have been hurt. We know in our hearts that 
the other person didn’t set out to hurt us, so we don’t want to own our 
feelings of hurt or anger. But here’s the thing…those feelings…they 
affect relationships, even if we don’t own them. Those feelings breed 
distrust, they help us jump to wrong conclusions, and they keep us 
from fully engaging in the ministries of the church. In three words: they 



destroy community. They make hospitality impossible because it is hard 
to welcome others into space where we ourselves do not feel safe.  
 
If we want Disciples Christian Church to be everything it can be, it is up 
to us to create the kind of environment that makes us want to throw 
open the doors and say to our families, friends, and neighbors, “There 
are amazing things being done here by people I love and trust. Won’t 
you join us? You are safe here. You are welcome.” You see, hospitality 
has to start with each other. Before we can welcome the widow, 
orphan, or stranger, we have to welcome the committee chairperson 
who hurt your feelings last year when she didn’t fully listen to your idea 
or made a decision, that you just can’t forget, on her own without 
running it by the committee. We have to welcome the person in Sunday 
School whose theology makes you really uncomfortable or who talks 
about themselves too much. We have to welcome the one who 
promised he would follow through on the task and never did. We have 
to welcome the ones whose critiques of our words and ways fall a little 
too harshly on our ears. We even have to welcome the minister who 
says things that make us feel uncomfortable ---things we disagree with. 
 
Friends, I enjoy creative writing, but I didn’t pull those examples out of 
my imagination. I pulled them from living life with you, listening to your 
hurt and frustration, watching as the past creeps into decisions for the 
future, witnessing a spirit of fear sometimes. But I have also heard you 
give voice to your longing for healing and your hope that we can 
together see the tremendous possibility that exists in this place and go 
after it. So, let it go. Whatever it is, let it go. Forgive the person or 
persons who hurt you. In doing so, you say yes to healing and 
wholeness and to all of the possibilities that exist on the other side of 
hurt. Let it go. And if you can’t just yet, get some help. Come and see 
me. Go talk to an Elder. Make an appointment with a counselor. Do the 
work. Embrace the possibilities that exist in restored relationships. 
 



Many of you have been talking together about the possibilities you 
imagine in the year ahead. You have been meeting in small groups to 
discuss our core values, how you see us engaging them and what you 
hope we will do in the future. You’ve been making lists and prioritizing 
things so that church leaders know what is important to you and how 
you believe we should spend our money and our time together. 
Following this sermon, the groups will be given another opportunity to 
provide feedback, this time about the core value of hospitality. We’ve 
talked this morning about how we are extending hospitality right now. 
How do you envision hospitality in our future? 
 
This will be the information we use as we put together the Ministry 
Plan and Ministry Funding Plan for 2018.  For example, we noticed in 
the feedback from the small group meetings that centered on justice 
through service that organizations that address hunger and 
homelessness are priorities for many of the people in these small 
groups. When the Outreach commission met last week to work on its 
2018 budget, we talked about how to reflect these priorities in the 
budget. We dreamed together about what we could do to combat 
hunger and homelessness in Bartlesville given the necessary resources.  
 
All of the commissions will be meeting and having similar 
conversations. Our Ministry Funding Plan should reflect our core values 
and our priorities as we engage those values. We want the Ministry 
Funding Plan to tell the story we want to tell about our ministry 
together. On Sunday, October 8th, we will host our first All Church 
Assembly which will include a look at the 2018 Ministry Funding Plan 
and a congregational meeting to approve it. Following that, you will be 
asked to pledge your support, both financially and by your promised 
presence in the coming year. I hope we will all be excited by the 
Ministry Plan, so excited that we will do everything we can to make it 
happen.  
 



And while we are making sure we are being good stewards of the 
physical resources we have, let us tend to our relationships with one 
another. If there is someone you need to forgive, do it. If you have 
ideas you would like to share about our ministry together, please share 
them with the ministry leaders who are responsible for the areas you 
have ideas about. Listening to each other is an act of hospitality.  Actor 
Alan Alda, in his book, Never Have Your Dog Stuffed and Other Things 
I’ve Learned, wrote, “The difference between listening and pretending 
to listen, I discovered, is enormous. One is fluid, the other is rigid. One 
is alive, the other is stuffed. Eventually, I found a radical way of thinking 
about listening. Real listening is a willingness to let the other person 
change you. When I’m willing to let them change me, something 
happens between us that’s more interesting than a pair of dueling 
monologues.” Listening, forgiving, welcoming…let us be good stewards 
of the possibilities that these practices create. Amen. 


