
OH, BE CAREFUL        
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Back in the days when I was in confirmation class, the most ominous part of Luther’s Small 

Catechism we learned was The Office of the Keys. This section of the Catechism consists of 

statements referring to Jesus’ words about “forgiving the sins of any” from John’s gospel, and are 

similar to this morning’s words on binding and loosing in the Gospel of Matthew.  

The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod retains the questions and answers about The Office of the 

Keys in its publication of The Small Catechism under “Confession,” but a footnote indicates this 

portion “may not have been composed by Luther himself but reflects his teaching and was including 

in editions of the catechism during his lifetime.”   

The Office of the Keys is about powerful stuff. The idea of standing in for God on the issues of 

repentance and forgiveness is an ominous responsibility, especially on the church and specifically 

on its clergy: “I believe that when the called ministers of Christ deal with us by His divine 

command, in particular when they exclude openly unrepentant sinners from the Christian 

congregation and absolve those who repent of their sins and want to do better, this is just as valid 

and certain, even in heaven, as if Christ our dear Lord dealt with us Himself.” [The Small Catechism, 
Concordia Publishing House, iPhone application; text © 1986] 

With its authorship in doubt, there is little wonder that ELCA Lutherans have quietly put that 

portion of the catechism away. 

What we read in today’s gospel has been used frequently by the organized church as a model for 

church discipline. The problem is, at the extreme, this becomes a way of expelling disagreeable 

church members, plus the concept of an “unrepentant sinner” is pretty subjective. My previous 

congregation was formed in 1966 when the new Missouri Synod pastor refused to commune 

members who belonged to Masonic organizations. Such a rigorous application of church discipline 

might make one wonder if this is really helpful to the people of God. 

To be sure, there are occasions when peoples’ behaviors become toxic or even divisive and 

dangerous to a congregation; and they need to be called out on that. But the emphasis, according to 

Jesus, is to try to bring people back together, to restore unity, to practice reconciliation and 

forgiveness.  

Something else that got me to thinking; and this came from a helpful comment by Pastor David 

Lose [“In the Meantime,” www.davidlose.net for Sept. 10]  Jesus said: “and if the offender refuses to listen 

even to the church, let such a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.” That might sound like 

we’re supposed to ostracize or ignore them; but what did Jesus do with Gentiles and tax collectors? 

He had dinner with Zacchaeus. He told the Canaanite woman that her daughter was healed. He 

healed the Roman centurion’s servant.   

The verses preceding today’s gospel reading speak about God’s pleasure in gathering those who 

have strayed away; and the verses following speak of Jesus helping Peter understand the lengths 

that a follower needs to go to keep on forgiving. 

All of this informs us that reconciliation takes work. Not surprisingly, many people will prefer to 

ignore someone rather than try to make up with that person. Or, in place of direct face-to-face 

engagement, some will find passive-aggressive behavior easier a more direct approach about an 

issue or a concern.  It’s easier to put up a nasty Facebook post or an angry Tweet. But this seldom 

solves our own issues of anger, frustration, or even simple concern. So how should we deal with 

people with whom we have differences?  
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The gospel reading reminds us “whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven”—that is: an 

unreconciled relationship stinks of sin and brokenness just as much as any other transgression. 

Because our words, as well as our actions or inaction, reach far beyond ourselves, leaving the 

relationship unhealed means even the simplest sigh of frustration ends up being hurtful. For 

instance, things we say under our breaths about the next-door neighbor often have a way of making it 

to young ears of those who look up to you.  Without doing the work of healing, we only make a bad 

situation worse. 

Theologian Karoline Lewis suggests: “Maybe our mantra should not just be, ‘What Would Jesus 

Do?’ but, ‘What Would Jesus Hear?’ ‘What Would Jesus Think?’”  [commentary for Sept. 10 at  

www.workingpreacher.org]  I’m sure she knows well the issues of terrible things that can go wrong with 

people who call themselves Christian because she is not only a pastor and professor herself, but the 

daughter of a pastor. Ugly things happen by people speaking and acting as representatives of Jesus 

when they figure Jesus isn’t looking, listening, or caring. (Perhaps Jesus can’t hear from the church 

parking lot?) 

Speaking of ugly things said and done, some who claim to speak in Jesus’ name will pass judgment 

and proclaim God’s wrath on those whose actions they abhor.  The harm comes when some makes a 

direct cause and effect association from a terrible tragedy.  I have no kind words for anyone who 

says that God decided to send hurricanes to punish Houston (Hurricane Harvey) for having once 

elected a lesbian mayor, or (in the case of Katrina) to the people of New Orleans for sinful 

lifestyles, or declare an earthquake in Mexico to be some other judgment by God.   

I still remember a Sunday School song: “Oh, be careful little eyes what you see/ears what you 

hear/lips what you say,” because it’s a reminder that we don’t live in a vacuum. What we say and 

what we do touches [and therefore can hurt or lift up] others. So if you speak, what will Jesus hear? 

What will Jesus see? What will he think?  

The Apostle Paul wrote in our reading from Romans: “Love does no wrong to a neighbor… 

salvation is nearer to us now than when we became believers…. Let us then lay aside the works of 

darkness and put on the armor of light….”  [See Romans 13:8-14] 

Paul’s pleas to the church at Rome are still timely, because it’s not just about little eyes and ears 

witnessing our words and actions; but—if we live by what we say we believe—then Jesus himself is 

witness to what we say and what we do. His final words in today’s gospel remind us “where two or 

three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.” We will be reminded again at the end of the 

gospel: “I am with you always, even to the end of the age.”  

Again and again, the scriptures teach us that we don’t live alone. No man/woman is an island.  Our 

words and actions have consequences. And, we who believe we are made in the image of God 

reflect what we believe—about God and about our interconnectedness with God’s creation. This 

week, we’ve had a bit of a break from some of the really caustic actions and accusations while the 

hurricanes, helicopter crashes, earthquakes, and tension with other countries have helped us 

remember that life is a precious gift, and our time together is way too short.  

That reprieve is a good start, and can point us in the right direction for a lasting future of rebuilding 

and reacquainting ourselves with our neighbor. Take the words of Jesus, the Apostle Paul, and 

others who have brought us insight today, to heart.  Life is short.  Be careful with those around you. 

And recall the advice of philosopher Henri-Frederic Amiel, who urges us: “Be swift to love, and 

make haste to be kind.”  Amen. 


