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SCRIPTURE 
 
 
23 “Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his 
servants. 24 As he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand bags of gold was 
brought to him. 25 Since he was not able to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his 
children and all that he had be sold to repay the debt. 
26 “At this the servant fell on his knees before him. ‘Be patient with me,’ he begged, ‘and I will 
pay back everything.’ 27 The servant’s master took pity on him, canceled the debt and let him 
go. 
28 “But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a 
hundred silver coins. He grabbed him and began to choke him. ‘Pay back what you owe me!’ 
he demanded. 
29 “His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, ‘Be patient with me, and I will pay it 
back.’ 
30 “But he refused. Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay 
the debt. 31 When the other servants saw what had happened, they were outraged and went 
and told their master everything that had happened. 
32 “Then the master called the servant in. ‘You wicked servant,’ he said, ‘I canceled all that debt 
of yours because you begged me to. 33 Shouldn’t you have had mercy on your fellow servant 
just as I had on you?’ 34 In anger his master handed him over to the jailers to be tortured, until 
he should pay back all he owed. 
35 “This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother or 
sister from your heart.” 

Matthew 18:23-35 New International Version (NIV) 
 
Introduction 
 
1. Right at the beginning of my sermon I need to call out something that may already be very 

obvious to most here—I am a pastor preaching a sermon on mercy and Jesus’ Parable of 
the Unmerciful Servant only nine days after having been personally defrocked and our 
church excommunicated from the Evangelical Covenant Church (ECC) because we 
practiced and advocated for the full inclusion and equality of a group of people historically 
excluded from Christian community. Today’s topic and parable were slotted for this Sunday 
back in December 2018, long before we were called to appear at last week’s ECC Annual 
Meeting in Omaha, Nebraska. And, while I could have assigned this parable to someone 
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else on the teaching team weeks or months later rather than address it personally… 
(sarcastically) not that I would ever pass on a difficult topic to others on the teaching 
team…just ask Todd, Andrea, Mark, Jay or Judy—I never do that to them)…I felt it 
important and even necessary to spend time on the topic of mercy today in the first days of 
our new chapter of life together.  
 

2. There are two very big risks in my timing and approach, though. The first is that I may 
unwittingly gloss over the real hurt, betrayal, and anger that many of us may feel in this 
moment. Dear friends and community—last week was not only unprecedented in the life of 
the ECC, it was also unprecedentedly brutal. It will take me weeks, months, and maybe 
even a lifetime to sort through what we experienced. And, and I am guessing the same for 
all who travelled to Omaha and especially our pastors and delegates who were in the room 
where the hearings and trials tool place.  
 
We cannot forget all that was said nor gloss over all that unfolded for many reasons—
including the important task of documenting each and every process and decision over the 
last week, previous months , and years for the sake of historical record to understand it 
better and memorialize its meaning. And, so that we can recall the wounds and heal in very 
specific ways in order to forgive others and transform our pain as we move on and move 
forward. It is Christian thinker Richard Rohr who says often “If we do not transform our 
pain, we will most assuredly transmit it.”1  
 
That is the other big risk in the room today—In the fitfulness of this moment and with a 
heightened sense of injustice, we are at risk of leading with our pain and lashing out at our 
prosecutors instead of transforming our pain and using this moment to better learn how to 
love everyone, including those who chose to cast us out.  

 
3. This work will take a tremendous amount of time and effort because while Jesus taught in 

today’s parable that we are to forgive our siblings from our heart—to do so sincerely and 
authentically requires that we understand the relationship between the length of the conflict, 
the depth of the wounds, and the number of relationships involved. Sadly, but importantly, 
our work of forgiveness will be more of a process over time then a one-time moment or 
statement. And yet it is good, it is very good to begin this process by bringing to mind what 
Jesus taught about the power of mercy in helping us transform our pain and move forward 
as agents of healing rather than transmit our pain as agents of bitterness and strife.  

 
Let’s look briefly at today’s parable and what Jesus taught about mercy. 
 
A. The Meaning of the Parable of the Unmerciful Servant 
 
1. Today’s parable opens with Jesus saying that the kingdom of heaven is “like a king who 

wanted to settle accounts.” Right away we are clued into how important the work of 
reconciliation is to God. Then, in classic parabolic form Jesus created a sharp contrast--one 
servant who owed ten thousand bags of gold pleaded for mercy and had his debt 
generously forgiven by the king. And, another servant who owed only a hundred silver 
coins was given no mercy from the very servant who had received an outrageous 

                                                
1 https://cac.org/transforming-our-pain-2016-02-26/ (accessed 7-6-19) 
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forgiveness. The injustice of mercy given and mercy not transmitted is something that 
Jesus says is not overlooked by God.  
 

2. Holding this parable in our mind and taking a step back from the parable to the larger 
realities of how Jesus framed the human experience—what we can learn from this parable 
is that while we are always beloved by God we are also always indebted to one another 
and God and therefore should endlessly receive and give mercy. And, that if we refuse 
mercy and it’s intended effect and needed transfer, we relegate ourselves to a self-chosen 
tortured existence. 
 

3. The two big ideas here are being indebted to one another and God and choosing mercy to 
avoid a self-chosen tortured existence. The idea that we are indebted to one another and 
God is grounded in the notion that our very existence is a mercy. And, that while being 
created in the image of our creator and for good along with being given a free will to choose 
good, we imperfectly struggle to live as generous as our Creator and for good. And, so we 
need mercy every minute of every day that we draw breath into our lungs.  
 
The idea that we are indebted to one another is a reflection of the difficult reality that since 
the very beginning of the human experience, humans always wounded one another. We 
can name it as sin, or wrong doing. We can call it selfishness. We can attribute it to hatred. 
We can point to ignorance and fear. There are many ways that humans have historically 
failed to live peaceably with one another. And, we seem to come up with new ways to 
create enmity between people groups and across our various differences. As a result—
every one of us here is connected, in one way or another to trails of devastation that place 
us in debt to one another from the moment we are born until the day we die.  
 
Jesus, God with us, came to clarify how we can be transformed into our true selves, and he 
came to stop the cycles of violence by teaching grace, mercy and the process of 
reconciliation. 2,000 years have passed since Jesus’ embodied these truths and the one 
thing that is clear is that the human race, and the Christian movement have a long way to 
go to more fully live Jesus’ way out in our world. None the less, receiving and giving mercy 
is key to addressing our indebtedness to God and to one another. And, if we refuse, as 
spoken of in today’s parable, we relegate ourselves to a self-chosen tortured existence. 

 
4. I have seen the tortured existence framework play out across the sweep of my entire life. 

When a child and youth I learned this lesson for myself when I would choose to keep a 
grudge or hard heart toward a peer or an authority figure. My bitterness would eat me alive 
until I addressed the barriers I had erected to either being more kind or in some cases 
forgiving them. And, as you might imagine, while being a pastor I have witnessed it with 
many others including some who were opponents to our church’s inclusive ministry. 
Several years ago, I took a meeting with someone who chose to leave First Covenant 
because of our emerging stance of equality for the LGBTQ community. And, they wanted 
an exit interview. In the meeting they flat out told me that they felt entirely toxic because of 
their anger toward me. What spoke the loudest to me in that meeting was that their pain, 
even manifested body pain, was entirely palpable and created an atmosphere of toxicity. 
And, in it all, they were suffering the most. 
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God is not our torturer, but God has created a system whereby we suffer torture when we 
refuse to forgive or to let go of our hatred of others. We trap ourselves in a prison of sorts, 
when we do not seek reconciliation with those whom we believe have wronged us.  
 

5. It needs to be said that there are some terrible situations, like spousal and child abuse, 
rape, and acts of violence, where the process of reconciliation requires a protective 
distance and, in some cases, a legal process to facilitate restitutions and ensure that no 
more harm comes to those who are vulnerable. And, who would likely be harmed all over 
again if simply told to “forgive and forget or to make up and get along.” So, here is when we 
need to ask, “did Jesus teach us to forgive and show mercy in all cases?” Looking across 
all of Jesus’ teachings, and even in his actions toward those who tortured and killed him, it 
would appear so.  
 
All which tells me that forgiveness is not for God or for those who wounded us. Forgiveness 
is something that God gives us for ourselves that is something of a stop gap to keep us 
from hating others. Forgiveness is something that we do to set ourselves free and stay in 
the Creator’s flow of mercy even if still feeling the effects of violence done against us over 
time, and potentially for the rest of our lives.  
 

So, what does Jesus’ teaching of mercy mean here and now, and in light of all that has 
happened to us? How do we plant our narrative in the good soil of mercy? 
 
B. The Meaning of Mercy Here and Now 
 
1. I have said this to the media and I will say it again here: I am saddened in all that has 

happened, but grounded. I am grateful for the pastors and churches that stood up for us 
and have compassion for those caught in the middle. And, while also saddened by our 
churches’ dismissal from the Evangelical Covenant roster of churches, we are now given a 
unique turning point. The mercy of this moment is that we did not merely experience an end 
of something and a new beginning—we have been invited to a moment of continuity in the 
long arc of the Covenant and pietistic protestant tradition that began in the 1600’s.  
 
We were Covenant when our delegation woke up in Omaha, Nebraska on Friday, July 28, 
and we were Covenant after our church’s name was stricken from the ECC’s roster of 
churches. And, we are still the same congregation that was first named “The Swedish 
Evangelical Lutheran Mission Church” and then eventually re-named The First Covenant 
Church of Minneapolis. 
 
In a small echo to the rancor of last week’s events in Omaha—our religious roots are 
deeply grounded in the Pietism that was born out of the bloody conflict of the “Thirty Years 
War” between Catholics and Protestant from 1618 to 1684.2 That conflict was as much 
about monarchal power as religious theological disputations, but one key outcome was the 
rise of a collective skeptical consciousness that could not square brutality with the name of 
Christ. Philip Jakob Spener, born in the midst of the war, came to insist that a life of 
practical Christianity was more important than the constant engagement in “theological 
disputation.” Spener and his followers promoted small group Bible studies, the 

                                                
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thirty_Years%27_War (accessed 11-12-16) 
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development of lay ministry, simple direct preaching, and a refusal to engage in theological 
knife fighting.  

 
2. As painful as last week, and the many months before that were—we, like those who came 

before us in Sweden, have been given a unique mercy and freedom to re-explore our 
generous and historic faith tradition in our time and place. And, as well, the larger work of 
Christ’ mercy invites us to a unique responsibility because while we were forced to be 
divorced from the denomination that we helped found over the single matter of sexual 
orientation and identity, we are now given the responsibility to recognize a complexity of 
matters that are interconnected. The complexity is this—while everyone is beloved of God, 
we are also always indebted to one another because of our broken narratives across 
identities. And, with the help of God there is much work to be done to reconcile to one 
another. What do I mean? 

 
3. Many who attended last week’s Annual Meeting and previous Annual meetings as well, 

give witness to the reality that the recent and current leadership of the Evangelical 
Covenant Church has invested in and given voice to the problematic narrative that race and 
cultural identity is somehow pitted against sexual orientation and identity.3 We no longer 
need to respond to any authority who defends that false narrative and yet we are now 
invited to continue to hold the unique burden of the indebtedness to one another across 
marginalized racial identities and all identities with special concern for and protection of 
those in which marginalized identities intersect.  

 
To be female in a society largely still influenced by toxic masculinity is a burden. To be 
lesbian, gay, bi-sexual, or transgendered and female is a double burden. To be a black or 
brown bodied, transgender, female, is a triple burden. To be a new or resettled American 
who is black or brown bodied, transgender, female in our time is beyond any burdens most 
of us here today could imagine.  

 
4. For those who are visiting or new to First Covenant. Or, for those who may be listening 

online out of interest to know more about who First Covenant Church is and who we are 
seeking to become—it is essential to know that our church has been many things over 
many life cycles in its nearly 145-year history. And, in the life cycle that began in 2009, we 
have been working very hard and imperfectly to create a congregational culture that does 
the work of seeing and understanding everyone who would seek Christ by learning more 
about the important Jesus-like work of being in solidarity with one another across what are 
largely broken historical narratives between our ages, races, genders, socio-economics, 
abilities and disabilities. This is harder than you can imagine, and I am told consistently by 
new comers and new members that it takes several weeks and even months to grow in the 
deeper aspects of inclusion that is grounded in the idea that “none of us are free until all of 
us are free.” (repeat) 

 
5. The good news is that I am not aware of anyone at First Covenant who believes that we 

have this all figured out, or that we will ever completely figure it out even as we get better at 
it over time. And, the important thing for everyone to remember is what is written on the 
“about” tab of our church website:4  

                                                
3 https://www.patheos.com/blogs/mercynotsacrifice/2019/06/30/can-social-justice-christianity-be-anti-gay/ 
(accessed 7-6-19) 
4 http://www.1stcov.org/who-we-are-1 (accessed 7-6-19) 
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“First Covenant Church seeks to be a diverse, multi-generational, urban Christian 
community that is a place of learning & transformation for all kinds of people. Who are 
you? That's the important question, because your presence changes us. Whether you 
are young, old or somewhere in between; whatever your race or ethnicity; whether 
you’re straight or LGBTQ+, partnered, parent, or neither... you are welcome and indeed 
needed, as the full person you are.  
 
Together we seek life that is expansive and rich through the profound, life-altering 
teachings of Jesus. We meet together for learning, friendship, and worship. At First 
Covenant Church you can be a part of the community at any place of your spiritual 
journey. We hope you will join with us.” 

 
Join us in the work of receiving and giving mercy as Jesus taught it, and while investing our 
lives in the service of Jesus’ of compassion, mercy and justice for ourselves, one another here 
in this community, and out in the world where we join God where God’s mercy is always at 
work.  
 
Conclusion (Communion) 
 
1. One immediate experience available to everyone here today is what some in the Christian 

tradition have called “The Table of Mercy.” The Christian practice of Holy Communion is a 
sacrament or sacred action that Christ gave us as a tangible and even tactile way to 
remember that God was not only manifested to remind us of God’s love for us, but also that 
God continues to be with all of us, and for all of us, in every moment, and every season, 
and for the entirety of our lives. 
 
Christian communion is available for everyone here today. If Christian faith and community 
is new--I want you to know that at First Covenant we are a grace-filled gathering of people 
who see ourselves as a family of equals, everyone humbly in need of grace. And, we are 
committed to a journey of generous and openhanded faith in which everyone is given 
freedom and safe space to journey toward Jesus Christ. So, some choose to not participate 
in communion, and we welcome such authenticity. 

 
The act of becoming a Christ-follower is the convergence of God revealing God’s self to us 
through Jesus as the Incarnation of God, us believing that Jesus lived, died and rose from 
the dead 2,000 years ago and is also One with God right here, right now. And, through the 
Spirit of God infused into and upholding all living things. The result of such convergence is 
the greatest mystery of all—spiritual awakening to the presence of Christ dwelling in our 
souls--leading and guiding us for the rest of our lives. And, a deep sense that we are 
completely loved and free to become our best selves.  

 
2. New to Christ or renewed in Christ we are all invited to the table of God where Christ invites 

all of us to eat and to drink. 
• At the point you are ready to receive communion I invite you to move into the two 

main isles and then return to your seats on the outer isles.  
• We have wooden bowls for the purpose of our monthly benevolence offering that 

goes to members of our community in financial need. 
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• Our form of communion is called “intinction” where you take a piece of gluten free 
bread and dip it into the juice.  

• There will be people here to pray with you if you have specific requests to be prayed 
for.  

 
3. Hear now, the invitation of Jesus to this banquet table of mercy. Jesus said, "This is my 

body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me." In the same way, he said, "This cup 
represents the new covenant of grace; whenever you drink it, do it in remembrance of me." 
Please pray with me. 

 
God we are here today because you chose to incarnate love and pursue us with your 
boundless grace and radical mercy. We revel in your embrace. Meet us here. Speak to us 
now. As we eat and drink these elements, fill us with your presence and renew our souls. In 
Jesus’ name, amen. 

 
Benediction 
 
As the new week begins, may we recognize that while we are always beloved we are also 
always indebted to one another and God and therefore should endlessly receive and give 
mercy. And, that if we refuse mercy and it’s intended effect and needed transfer, we relegate 
ourselves to a self-chosen tortured existence. 
 
Go in peace and seek to receive and give mercy every day. Amen! 


