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Hot air balloons are fascinating. When I moved from the Midwest to 

the Southwest, I saw them up close.  No, I was not in Albuquerque, 

NM when I first encountered hot air balloons.  I was in Yuma, Az.  

 

 The Colorado River Balloon Festival brings colorful and unique bal-

loons from the West and the Southwest.  The Colorado River and the 

Sonoran Desert is its backdrop.   Every year in November for three 

days, floating above in the clear skies of the Southwest Desert are 

baskets carrying people, waving at you from above as they soar over 

life below.   

 

When you arrive at the Festival the balloons are still on the ground. 

Tethered in place, you hear the sounds of blasts from the tiny furnace 

inflating the balloons and the smell of propane. Each balloon crew is 

attentive to the opening of the envelope-the colorful and sometimes 

crazy looking balloon; and checking the cables, the basket that will 

hold riders, the ropes holding the balloon down until it is ready and 

the weights in the basket keeping it from rising too soon. 

 



Sometimes, there is that one balloon whose propane fueled fur-

nace stops firing before the balloon, the envelope is fully inflated.  

Then you see this great big arc of a ball, half-filled and tethered 

by a long rope.  It looks like an enormous plush bowling ball go-

ing in slow motion down the lane, bumping its way on the field 

and its crew frantically struggling to untie the rope, that of course 

won’t budge to let it rise.  It is designed to rise/ it is designed to 

get off the ground; to have space for nature to take it up. 

 

The Colorado Balloon Festival is one of the marks of Fall in 

Yuma.  You can see the last of the blooming in the desert from 

the basket and, of course there is more long pants than shorts. 

 

Our Bible Study group uses a Lectio Divina format.  After open-

ing with prayer, we read each of the lectionary texts for the com-

ing Sunday in usually 3 different translations.  Each person is 

asked to listen to the text, meditate on the text and then share 

what word or phrases pricked their heart or what questions did the 

text give them.  I provide the social, cultural, and political context 

of the text so we can hear the words in the era that they were writ-

ten.  I take notes on what the participants share to add to my notes 

as I prepare the sermon. 

 

Lectio Divina is a monastic practice used to promote communion 

with God and increase the knowledge of God’s Word.  I am al-

ways grateful for a Lectio Divina group.  The word of God is for 

the people of God and is just as alive today as it was when it was 

originally written, over 2000 years ago. 

 

Our epistle reading from Paul is titled “Do Not Judge Another” or 

“Cultivating Good Relationships.”  Many in the bible study group 

had to smile, because here is Paul, of all people, apparently urg-

ing us to avoid passing judgment, while, at the same time, he 

seems unable to resist characterizing those with whom he dis-

agrees as weak in faith! 

 

Paul has great passion for the community of faith, just like we do 

and was writing to the followers of Jesus in Rome about the re-



ports he received that they were denying fellowship to some be-

cause of their dietary restrictions or historical rituals or even per-

sonal beliefs of what is right or wrong.  They were bogged down, 

tethered.  This is not to say the issues were not important.  Just as 

important as the issues today:  how should the church be involved 

in the opioid crisis in Vermont?  How can the church support hu-

mane treatment of immigrants?  And of course, what is the 

church’s role in the Black Lives Matter movement? 

  

The community of followers Paul was writing to were unable to 

rise up and allow the Spirit to bring unity in the diversity due to 

their lack of understanding of grace-the spirit in which we dis-

agree/ they forgot  love is not just for those who agree with us, 

but love needs to extend even more so, to those who disagree 

with us.  This pushes us out of our comfort zone-like a Lectio Di-

vina format bible study group-we hear from the Spirit in ways 

foreign to us and by some really remarkable people whom we 

may not regularly stop to listen to.  The different voices becomes 

the propane fueled furnace expanding our envelope/our minds/ 

our hearts to rise above limited potentials held.  We only know in 

part, not the whole.  It is in community we learn to listen, to make 

space to hear and be challenged, with love. 

 

Anne Lamont says: 

    I do not understand the mystery of grace -- only that it meets us 

    where we are and does not leave us where it found us. 

 

Grace makes space for us to rise above ourselves and if we are 

open to listening and living in love with love to all God’s people, 

we become partners in building the commonwealth of God. 

 

Does anyone besides me know what it feels like to be tethered/ 

bogged down/ tied to a cable or a post and can’t get lose?   

 

Our gospel message from Matthew strangled me; I heard the 

words differently.  The Spirit gave me a fuller understanding.  I 

used expletives that I can’t say standing here preaching.  

 



We all struggle with what we understand to be the purpose of for-

giveness and until each of us have established for ourselves what 

it means to join God in the ministry of reconciliation; to be truly 

committed partners with God in spreading the message of libera-

tion and transformation; to stop focusing on only being dispensers 

of forgiveness and go beyond the dispensing to participating in 

the design/the re-creation of the new creation in Christ, our 

beauty will not be fully seen. 

 

This parable used to teach forgiveness was also about economic 

injustice; it’s about power-economic power and social power-who 

can afford to forgive and who cannot.   This parable has led many 

to think the master is God-the slave comes to pay his debt to 

God?  What debt do we owe God?  We are people of the New 

Covenant- we are in covenant with God; God- bearers designed in 

God’s image to re-create the world.   

 

The world says 1% has economic and social power over the 99%.  

The message of liberation and transformation says we focus on 

equity – give people what they need to enjoy a full healthy life, 

and equality-everyone has access to what is needed to enjoy a full 

healthy life.   

 

The ministry of reconciliation does not mean I am going to be 

your friend after you apology for hurting my feelings; or after I 

say I forgive you for taking the life of my family member ; or af-

ter you name a park in my honor to seek forgiveness for keeping 

me in social and economic bondage for 400 years.   The ministry 

of reconciliation is you/me/us listening to the confession of hurts.  

It is having a deep understanding of MLK’s words: 

 

“Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We are 

caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single 

garment of destiny. Whatever  affects one directly, affects all in-

directly.”  

― Martin Luther King Jr., Letter from the Birmingham Jail 

 

 



 To begin to repair the breach we must listen to hear; not to judge 

or to explain just to hear; to acknowledge the others wounded 

heart.  Listen: 

 

Yes, I know you walked all over my feelings, you broke my 

heart, you took me for granted; you misled me; you presented as a 

person of integrity and I trusted you; you dismissed me as a per-

son and you took my voice-you did all those things and I am con-

fessing my hurt, disappointments and anger; I’m confessing them 

to someone who will listen-the perpetrator may not listen and 

talking to them may just set me up for more hurt, pain, anger, dis-

miss-ment; but for me to move beyond that bondage, God will 

place someone in my path who will hear to listen to my confes-

sion of hurt-confessing my hurt will  open the pathway to rise 

above the bondages/ the tight ties, the squeezing of my heart that 

keeps me from being fully present today to love; living a grace 

filled life makes space for the newness of Christ; makes space for 

me to, again be the embodiment of Christ-a body broken for the 

light to shine through, each crevice filled with the power of the 

Holy Spirit to be a partner in the ministry of reconciliation; to be 

a partner in freedom from corrupt religious-industrial complexes; 

to be a partner in freedom from enslavement to personal immoral-

ity, to be a partner in freedom from social oppression, dehumani-

zation, injustices-economic and social; to be a partner in freedom 

from white privilege; all cycles of violence and all forms of evil .   

 

Let me finish my hot air balloon adventure.  So, the balloon 

couldn’t get airborne, the crew couldn’t untie the rope.  One crew 

member had gotten inside the basket where the parachute valve 

cords are.  The basket is also filled with weights to control the 

ascension.  One of the crew was running alongside hollering 

“throw out the weights/ throw out the weights!” 

 

We are designed to soar, to rise above and be the Christ in the 

world. Look how Labor Day came about.   The American Rail-

road Union realized its power, organized, and boycotted for eco-

nomic equity and equality.  When confession of hurts does not 

result in a plan of reconciliation, there will be boycotts and riots.  



It seems historically we are hardheaded people and those in 

power will not share the power without the ones who have the 

least power organizing and using the power they have to be heard 

and to organize for change. 

 

We remember those who lost their lives on September 11, 2001.  

We as followers of Christ seek restorative justice-improvement of 

our global relationships- all people belong to God! 

 

To rise above limited potentials held we must be prepared to lis-

ten to the confession of hurt wounds; listen to hear and join with 

God in the ministry of reconciliation-re-create the world; re-

create your church in Christ image.   

 

This is faith formation Sunday-lets shape the way we see and in-

teract in God’s world.  Let your mission/ your service to the com-

munity and the world be lifted above all the things you do.  Move 

towards throwing over the weights of the past of history; use 

them instead as stepping stones to lift you up so you can see, 

maybe a peek of the new horizon; maybe see the new colors 

forming in the sky; see the different formations of the clouds and 

feel the fresh kiss of the wind.   It’s our Fall kick off- let’s see 

what God has new for us to share with the world.  Throw out the 

weights and let’s rise! 

 

Shalom! 

 

 



Romans 14:1-12 (The Message) - Cultivating Good Relationships 
 

Welcome with open arms fellow believers who don’t see things the way 

you do. And don’t jump all over them every time they do or say something 

you don’t agree with—even when it seems that they are strong on opinions 

but weak in the faith department. Remember, they have their own history to 

deal with. Treat them gently. 
 

For instance, a person who has been around for a while might well be con-

vinced that he can eat anything on the table, while another, with a different 

background, might assume he should only be a vegetarian and eat accord-

ingly. But since both are guests at Christ’s table, wouldn’t it be terribly rude 

if they fell to criticizing what the other ate or didn’t eat?  
 

God, after all, invited them both to the table. Do you have any business 

crossing people off the guest list or interfering with God’s welcome? If 

there are corrections to be made or manners to be learned, God can handle 

that without your help. Or, say, one person thinks that some days should be 

set aside as holy and another thinks that each day is pretty much like any 

other. There are good reasons either way. So, each person is free to follow 

the convictions of conscience. 
 

What’s important in all this is that if you keep a holy day, keep it for God’s 

sake; if you eat meat, eat it to the glory of God and thank God for prime rib; 

if you’re a vegetarian, eat vegetables to the glory of God and thank God for 

broccoli. None of us are permitted to insist on our own way in these mat-

ters. It’s God we are answerable to—all the way from life to death and eve-

rything in between—not each other. That’s why Jesus lived and died and 

then lived again: so that he could be our Master across the entire range of 

life and death, and free us from the petty tyrannies of each other. 
 

So where does that leave you when you criticize a brother? And where does 

that leave you when you condescend to a sister? I’d say it leaves you look-

ing pretty silly—or worse. Eventually, we’re all going to end up kneeling 

side by side in the place of judgment, facing God. Your critical and conde-

scending ways aren’t going to improve your position there one bit. Read it 

for yourself in Scripture: 
 

“As I live and breathe,” God says, “every knee will bow before me; every 

tongue will tell the honest truth that I and only I am God.” 
 

So tend to your knitting. You’ve got your hands full just taking care of your 

own life before God. 



Matthew 18:21-35 (The Message translation) 

A Story About Forgiveness 

 

At that point Peter got up the nerve to ask, “Master, how many times do I 

forgive a brother or sister who hurts me? Seven?” 

 

Jesus replied, “Seven! Hardly. Try seventy times seven. “The kingdom of 

God is like a king who decided to square accounts with his servants. As 

he got under way, one servant was brought before him who had run up a 

debt of a hundred thousand dollars. He couldn’t pay up, so the king or-

dered the man, along with his wife, children, and goods, to be auctioned 

off at the slave market. 

 

“The poor wretch threw himself at the king’s feet and begged, ‘Give me a 

chance and I’ll pay it all back.’ Touched by his plea, the king let him off, 

erasing the debt. 

 

“The servant was no sooner out of the room when he came upon one of 

his fellow servants who owed him ten dollars. He seized him by the throat 

and demanded, ‘Pay up. Now!’ 

 

“The poor wretch threw himself down and begged, ‘Give me a chance 

and I’ll pay it all back.’ But he wouldn’t do it. He had him arrested and 

put in jail until the debt was paid. When the other servants saw this going 

on, they were outraged and brought a detailed report to the king. 

 

“The king summoned the man and said, ‘You evil servant! I forgave your 

entire debt when you begged me for mercy. Shouldn’t you be compelled 

to be merciful to your fellow servant who asked for mercy?’  

 

The king was furious and put the screws to the man until he paid back his 

entire debt. And that’s exactly what my Father in heaven is going to do to 

each one of you who doesn’t forgive unconditionally anyone who asks for 

mercy.” 

 


