Sermon for September 13, 2026
The Rev. Amanda Gerken-Nelson

You know, sometimes Jesus’ parables really hit home...and sometimes
they just really hit you!

New Testament scholar, John T. Carroll, notes in his commentary on this
week’s text that “The chapter” we’ve been reading from Matthew these past
few weeks “offers practical wisdom on relationships within the community of
disciples Jesus is forming.”

So, these texts are meant to be instructional — they’re meant to show us
that “the culture of this community” Jesus is building “will feature humility
(verses 1-5), mercy or forgiveness (verses 12-14, 21-35), and
accountability (verses 6-10, 15-20, 23-35).”

I'd say that this week’s message comes in the form of a pretty difficult
parable to wrap our heads around, but with Professor Carroll’s help we
might see it.

“Peter has just heard Jesus sketch a process for holding members of the
disciple-community accountable for actions that have brought harm” —
recall last week’s text that encouraged the disciples to address each other
when harm is done, and if you can’t handle the conflict one-on-one bring
two witnesses, and if that doesn’t work go to the the larger body, the
church.

For Jesus, “commitment to justice-seeking is important, but Peter wonders
how far mercy should extend: should | forgive my sibling (fellow community
member) as many as seven times? Jesus replies with a summons to
radical forgiveness: not seven times but seventy-seven (the phrase may
also be translated seventy times seven)—which is to say, stop keeping
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count! Compassionate mercy defines the ministry of Jesus,” professor
Carroll says, “as it does the character of God, and it is to be emulated by
persons and communities of faith. However, like the preceding passage,
the parable that follows Peter’'s Q & A with Jesus balances the radical
summons to forgiveness with an insistence on accountability and just
relations.”

This is where the parable of the king and his servant comes into play — the
king shows immense compassion on his servant and forgives his debts, the
forgiven-servant goes back and shows no mercy to another servant who
owes him a debt, his fellow servants call him out on it and tell the king
about what he has done and the king is upset: “Should you not have had
mercy on your fellow servant, as | had mercy on you?” And...well, it gets
kind of icky after that

“‘Readers may experience whiplash as the narrative swings back and forth
between extreme mercy and severe judgment,” Professor Carroll notes —
anyone’s necks sore?

“‘Underneath it all, perhaps, is a simple reality: forgiveness is not easy...To
be sure, Matthew’s Gospel emphasizes the importance of forgiveness in
the lives of individuals and for the health of communities: blessing comes to
those who are merciful (5:7). Yet justice matters too. There is and needs to
be accountability for harmful actions and abuses of power.”

And it is this accountability for harmful actions that is illustrated for us in
Jesus’ parable. Yes, it's an illustration of the king’s - read God’s — immense
compassion and capacity for forgiveness, AND in the face of the servant’s
actions, it is about the accountability for how he turns around and rather
than showing mercy as was shown him, he shows contempt and greed

Carroll concludes, “the servant doesn’t realize that his experience of radical
generosity obligates him not toward the master but in relation to others.
What is now asked of him? To extend grace outward to others. He is to pay



it forward, not back! ... as those who have benefited from the generous
mercy of God, we are called to extend generous mercy to others.”

| appreciate how Professor Carroll helps us make meaning of this tricky
parable.

And, | still wonder — how far does our mercy extend?

Peter asked how many times should we forgive — Professor Carol noted we
are to pay it forward and extend generous mercy to others — and my
question is: how far does this mercy extend to “others?”

Beyond our family? our community? beyond humanity to the natural world?

Today is our first Sunday in our Season of Creation — a season celebrated
by many of our ecumenical partners across the world

Together with these faithful siblings, we set apart 5 weeks of our liturgical
year to honor, celebrate, acknowledge, and extend our heartfelt gratitude to
God’s creation

| know we pride ourselves here in Maine and in our local communities —
especially here at St. Bart’s — at having an intentional and loving
relationship with the natural world around us; but that doesn’t take away
our need to set apart these 5 weeks because it can still be true that we
don’t always see the living creation around us as our siblings — the ones to
whom we should extend our mercy as Jesus illustrates for us in this
chapter from Matthew

This past spring, | was listening to a podcast produced by the BTS Center
called “Climate Changed” in which BTS center staff and Autumn Brown,
theologian/writer, interview faithful folks whose faith lives and their
connection to the earth and climate change are deeply intertwined



It was while they were interviewing a climate chaplain that | heard the
chaplain use the term “more-than-human world” when referring what | most
often call “nature”

You know we talk about the human world in which we live and move and
have our being and then there’s, you know...nature

“More-than-human world” is a term coined by philosopher David Abram in a
book he wrote in 1996 to recognize that when we phrase it the way |
typically do — there’s the human world and then there’s nature — we're
creating a gap: a gap of engagement, a gap of relationship, a gap of
accountability, a mercy gap

“I was especially frustrated” Abram reflects, “by the conceptual gulf
between humankind and the rest of animate nature tacitly implied by the
use of conventional terms like the environment (which conceptually flattens
all other species into the passive backdrop of human life) and even the rich
and still lovely word nature itself (which is so often habitually contrasted
with culture, as though there were a neat divide between the two, as
though human culture was not entirely a part of this breathing biosphere).

“After stumbling around for a while in the tangled thickets of English, |
finally concocted a new phrase—the more-than-human world—by which to
articulate the broad commonwealth of earthly life as a realm that manifestly
includes human culture, with all our creativity, our arts, and our technology,
but which also (necessarily) exceeds human culture. The phrase was
intended, first and foremost, to indicate that the realm of humankind (with
our culture and technology) is a subset within a larger set—that the human
world is necessarily embedded within, permeated by, and indeed
dependent upon the more-than-human world that exceeds it. Yet by this
new phrase | also meant to encourage a new humility on the part of
humankind, since the ‘more’ could be taken not just in a quantitative but
also in a qualitative sense.”

2 David Abrams in a chapter in More Than Human Rights: An Ecology of Law, Thought, and Narrative for
Earthly Flourishing, César Rodriguez-Garavito, ed. (New York: NYU Law, 2024).



| felt exactly what he articulates here when | first heard this phrase —
more-than-human world: | felt the relationship, I felt this embeddedness
that is the truth about the context in which we live and move and have our
being

We are embedded within and not alongside of, or separate from, and
certainly not greater than all the living creation that exists around us

But, if we keep seeing God’s living creation as “the environment” as Abram
points out — “the passive backdrop of human life” — or “nature” — as if God’s
living creation were something somehow separate from us and exists “out
there” — then no wonder we have a planet that is groaning for our attention
and begging for accountability from those of us who are “simply human” to
extend the grace that God has shown to us to the more-than-human world
that holds us

The Season of Creation reminds us that God’s grace extended to us is also
extended to us from the more-than-human world and we must also extend
God’s grace from us to the living creation within and around us

In a postscript Abram wrote, he notes that “the Hebrew word for
human—adam—is intimately related to the term adamah, which in Hebrew
means ‘ground’ or ‘earth.’” For the ancient Hebrews, to be human was to be
an earthling (as in Genesis, where the first human—Adam—is a creature
fashioned from the soil who will ultimately return to the soil). In a similar
fashion, the English word human is cognate with the English humus (or
soil). Both are derived from the proto-Indo-European root that signifies
‘earth’ or ‘ground,” which suggests that in English, as in Hebrew, that which
most deeply defines the human is our own derivation from (and kinship
with) the ground underfoot.”
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Don’t you love it? In our scriptures and in our language, we get the imagery
that we are indeed quite inseparable from the more-than-human world

Abram goes on: “Another term that shares the very same ancestry as
human and humus is the word humility: the state of being close to the
humus, close to the soil. Such etymologies suggest that, to our ancestors
at least, we were most human when we moved in a humble relation to the
things around us. Today, in the face of so much earthly devastation wrought
by our species—whether through our arrogant self-regard or through our
apparent obliviousness to everything else, we would do well to heed the
simple evidences carried in our words. An abiding humility in the face of the
Earth’s exuberant multiplicity, wildness, and weirdness is, | believe, a
necessary quality of our kind and the best possible medicine for what ails

”

us.

| hear such resonance between what Dr. Abram and Jesus are trying to tell
us this week.

How often do we forgive? Never stop forgiving!

What do we do when mercy and forgiveness aren’t shared? Hold each
other accountable.

To whom shall we extend mercy? to the whole more-than-human world and
human world, to all of God’s living creation

And in doing so, we live with a humility that honors the substance of which
we were made and the Creator who made us.

May it be so. Amen.



