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Nehemiah 9.5b-6; Revelation 4.6b-11; Matthew 13.47-52 

Inclusive, Generous, and Gracious 

Prayer:  Loving God give us ears to hear the call of the Kingdom this morning, so that we may have the 

desire to be inclusive in our thinking, generous in our loving, gracious in our actions.  Remove from us 

the urge to judge, condemn, alienate and divide.  Lead us towards you and your perfect relationship so 

that we may imitate you at the heart of our being. Amen. 

 

 My father was an elder in our church for most of the years that I lived at home.  He took that 

role very seriously.  When I was being ordained he instructed me to listen to the elders and follow their 

wisdom.  He told me that he’d worked with pastors who respected the elders and those who didn’t, and 

everything around the church works better when the pastor has respect for the elders.  “Yes, sir.” 

 My father’s one reflection, on being an elder, that I best remember, involved the 

excommunication of a member.  (Excommunication is when the church deletes someone from 

membership for some, rather serious, offense.  It’s quite a lengthy process that begins to be public when 

the elders ask the congregation to pray for someone who is straying.  At that point, they don’t mention 

names.)  I don’t know why the elders decided to excommunicate this man, but my father was the one 

who had to visit the man for the last time and inform him that he was going to be excommunicated. 

I remember the Sunday that the pastor read “the form for excommunication” in church.  It was 

the only excommunication that I’ve ever witnessed.  My father sat there, next to me, head bowed, 

looking at the floor.  This was significant to me because my father never looked at the floor.  If he was 

awake he kept his eyes focused on the front.  (Sometimes, he did fall asleep but he was often coming to 

church after working all night long at Reynolds Aluminum.)  Anyhow, something was wrong.  I knew 

that.  The church was dead silent and my father was avoiding looking at the pastor.  But I didn’t 

understand yet. 

 But, through the years he’d occasionally say to me, “That excommunication was the biggest 

mistake of my life.  I should never have supported it and we should never have done it.  If I had spoken 

against it we wouldn’t have done it.”  Then he’d say, “It didn’t do any good.  The man never came back 

to church, but he never was going to come back to church.  But his sister is Mrs. Shaner, and she’s never 

acted the same towards me or the church in general.  It alienated her.  It made no sense to hurt her that 

way.” 

******* 

 Stanley Wiersma, in his book, Purpaleanie and other Permutations, wrote a stunning poem 

about growing up in Iowa and witnessing the excommunication of Benny Ploegstra because Benny 

couldn’t recover from alcoholism.  On the Sunday that Benny was to be declared “a gentile and a 

publican”, and the church was instructed to shun him, Benny Ploegstra came to church, just as he always 

had before. 

 As the pastor read the final form, Benny, dressed in his suit, stood up and heard it all.  As 

Wiersma put it: 

[His standing up for the form] was not in protest, although the dominie thought so, and 

it was not in stupidity, although the congregation thought so, that Benny stood up for 

excommunication and until he died of cirrhosis he attended as regularly as before …. 



Benny stood because he was saying: I will not be cut off as though I do not exist. I am 

God’s child, all right, God’s naughty child, but still God’s child: Benny.  

******* 

Jesus says:   

The kingdom of heaven is like a net that was let down into the lake and caught all kinds 

of fish.  When it was full, the fishermen pulled it up on the shore. Then they sat down 

and collected the good fish in baskets, but threw the bad away. 

 Then Jesus says: 

This is how it will be at the end of the age. The angels will come and separate the wicked 

from the righteous and throw them into the blazing furnace, where there will be 

weeping and gnashing of teeth. 

 The church has always had a more difficult time with the first half of this teaching about the net 

dragging everyone in, than it does with the second half about the sorting the wicked from the righteous, 

and the tossing of the wicked into the furnace.  The church has always been willing to sort the good 

from the bad, and condemn the bad to eternal damnation and the good to eternal bliss. 

 But the church hasn’t been particularly good at being a net that drags all kinds of people 

through its doors.  We’ve tended to drive “sinners” away, in the name of protecting our sacred things, 

rather than embracing them, recognizing that we are all sinners, because “no one is righteous, not even 

one.”  (Romans 3.10) 

 Oh, I know, we don’t really drive people away by excommunicating them anymore.  Instead, our 

churches tend to create subtle pressures within them, making it impossible for anyone who is different 

to remain.  We very subtly instruct people to either clean up their lives or to get out. 

 We’ve done that forever to homosexuals.  Either remain hidden or leave have been the only two 

options.  And forget about being ordained if you’re gay. 

When I was growing up we pressured any woman who felt the Spirit call her to ministry into 

either silence or into leaving.  I have so many friends who’ve left the Christian Reformed Church, and the 

church in general, over those two issues. 

Sex, drugs, rock and roll, have all been reasons to drive people away.  Shoot, I’m getting ready to 

marry a couple right now because their pastor refuses to marry them because they’re living together.  

And ironically, they still go to the same church every week, even though it’s trying its best to drive them 

away. 

 And don’t even begin to think about our churches racially.  You’ll pull out your hair.  Martin 

Luther King once said that “11 am on Sunday morning is the most segregated hour of the week.”  And 

that’s still true, I think.  Now, one could argue that culture has as much to do with that as anything.  And 

that may be true, but don’t ever think that racism doesn’t keep us divided.  Don’t ever think that racism 

isn’t alive and well and working as a powerful wedge within our churches.  (We are in the midst of 

discovering this truth within our society right now.  Racism is alive, well, and protected by our 

politicians.  And whatever is true of the culture is also true of the church.) 

 In my first church in Minnesota, visitors were expected to ask permission to take communion on 

those rare times we were doing so.  The elders would then vote yes or no on each person who asked.  

After all, they had to protect the table from those who might not be good enough to handle our sacred 

things – I guess. 

And I never addressed this issue because there had been a schism in that church, where a 

number of people left and started their own church.  Families were divided by this schism.  Some 



members staying, other members going.  But that second church closed down and the schismatic people 

returned to the Holland congregation.  But they never formally rejoined.  So, they were expected to ask 

for permission to take communion every time we did so.  Which created great resentment.  Gotta 

protect Jesus.  (I wasn’t about to touch that one.  But I kinda cheered when right before I left they 

stopped asking.  Someone figured out that the elders couldn’t really stop them.) 

 The church has a tendency to alienate people keeping them outside our doors, and a tendency 

to discard those few who slip through the cracks. 

******* 

But Jesus says:  “The kingdom of heaven is like a net that was let down into the lake and 

caught all kinds of fish.  When it was full, the fishermen pulled it up on the shore. Then 

they sat down and collected the good fish in baskets, but threw the bad away.  This is 

how it will be at the end of the age. The angels will come and separate the wicked from 

the righteous and throw them into the blazing furnace, where there will be weeping and 

gnashing of teeth.” 

 The Kingdom of Heaven is like Hurricane Irma – and I hesitate to say that because she’s such a 

negative force.  But Hurricane Irma swirls and swirls over the entire peninsula of Florida, blowing wind 

and dropping rain on everyone in that state.  No one will escape her.  She surrounds everyone – the 

good and the bad, the rich and the poor, the young and the old, the women and the men – everyone.  

The Kingdom of Heaven is like that. 

 The Kingdom of Heaven is like a net that includes every person, every creature, every living 

being and every non-living thing, because “The earth is the Lords and everything in it, the world, and all 

who live in it.”  (Psalm 24.1)  The Kingdom doesn’t exclude anyone or anything.  And we the church 

should become more cognizant of this reality and imitate it in our thinking and actions. 

 And even more importantly, we should notice that in the end, the angels are sent by God to 

separate the righteous from the wicked.  Which means that these words are the conclusion to the 

parable of the weeds and wheat that we first read in chapter 13. 

Why are the angels sent?  Because we human beings are unable to recognize who is righteous 

and who is not righteous.  Our small moral categories are wrong.  Our hierarchy of sins are wrong.  Our 

thoughts of superiority are wrong.  We, human beings, are unable to see beyond the superficial.  We’re 

unable to plumb the human heart.  We’re therefore, unable to separate the righteous from the wicked, 

because we can’t recognize the difference.  Was Benny Ploegstra righteous or wicked? 

God’s categories are not our categories.  God’s understanding is not our understanding.  We 

can’t do it right.  Thankfully, we don’t have to. 

And this sorting of the righteous from the wicked, in the conclusion to the parable of the weeds, 

isn’t proof that good people will go to heaven and bad people will go to hell.  Remember, the righteous 

are the ones who hear the word about the Kingdom of Heaven and embrace it.  We discover at the end 

of this great Kingdom chapter, that ignoring the Kingdom of Heaven is a dangerous thing for the church 

to do.  Jesus says that in the end, when the angels come, they’ll understand who’s heard the message 

about the Kingdom and who’s accepted the Kingdom of Heaven and who has not. 

******* 

 So, let us as a church be inclusive in our thinking, generous in our loving, gracious in our actions.  

Let us be a people who are profoundly shaped by the Kingdom of Heaven, and not by the pettiness of 

human beings, so that we may be a place of rest and peace in the middle of a world torn by turmoil. 

 In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. 


