“Gathering in Jesus Name”

Matthew 18:15-20

The Reverend Michael Foss was talking to a prospective new member, telling him what his church believed.  The prospective new member responded: “I’m not only interested in what you believe, Pastor…I’m, frankly, more interested in how you treat each other.  My experience with the church has not always been very pleasant.  I want to know if you’re really as welcoming as you say you are.”

In his book Power Surge, Michael Foss states, “I suspect that, truth be told, more people stay away from the church because we tolerate misbehavior than for any other reason.”  At various workshops, Foss will often ask how many of the participants are business people.  Then he asks this group to agree or disagree with the following statement: “The church tolerates behaviors that business would never allow.”  Michael Foss reports that in all the workshops and seminars he has led, he has yet to have a business leader disagree with that statement.

I have a friend in ministry who told me about a conflict between two neighboring churches.  The feud dated back many years, but finally came to a boil over a land dispute.  A councilman of one church claimed that 1 1/3 parking spaces of the other church were actually on his church’s property.  The location of the 1 1/3 parking spaces were at the bottom of a very steep hill from his church.  And they were too far from his church’s building to be of any use to his church; nevertheless, he was determined that the other church had to be stopped from parking on his church’s property.  So - on his own initiative, without any authorization from his church council, and before it was even proven that the property truly belonged to his church - this man paid for a dump truck to haul a load of dirt out to his neighbor’s church, and had the dirt dumped onto the 1 1/3 parking spaces.

When the neighboring church’s pastor called this man’s pastor, the minister was very apologetic, and several other members of the church council expressed their regrets that the issue was handled in this manner.  But nothing was ever done about it.  The dirt was never removed.  You see the man who ordered the delivery of the dirt was a very wealthy man and a major contributor of their budget, and no one had ever dared to confront him.

And there’s also a story about a lady who became a dictator over the Women’s organization.  After maneuvering to become the moderator of the Women of the Church, she became a tyrant at their council’s monthly meetings.  She alone set the agenda, and only she decided who could speak.  She yelled and screamed at anyone who challenged her authority, and she degraded everyone who disagreed.

When it was time for her term of office to expire, she approached the moderator elect and insisted that the moderator elect decline to be installed, so that she would remain the moderator.  And the moderator elect actually considered doing this?  Her reasoning was, “I just want everyone in the church to get along.  She’s been in this church longer than I have, and I didn’t want to get into a fight.”  

Now this may come as a shock to some of you who believe that a church should never have any conflicts.  Some people think that churches should always be a perpetual oasis of eternal love and harmony.  They expect the church to be the one place in their life where everybody always smiles, and everybody gets along.

Well, it’s usually not as bad as these two examples, but the truth is there isn’t now nor has there ever been a church, anywhere, at anytime, that hasn’t struggled with some degree of conflict.  Read the letters of Paul to the early church.  Read Chapter Six of the Book of Acts that talks about conflict in the church right from the very beginning.  Conflict has been in the church from the start, and we will struggle with conflict until Christ brings in the Kingdom of God in its completeness.

You see when we become Christians, all our biases and prejudices, all our self-centeredness and dysfunction doesn’t just disappear.  The church is not made up of people who already have their lives straightened out.  The church is made up of people who publicly confess each week in worship our desperate on going need for God in our lives to straighten out our lives.  But the first step in straightening out our lives is recognizing our shortcomings.  And I know, in my own life, sometimes I’m the last one to see my own faults.

In our scripture reading, Jesus provides a process for getting our conflicts out in the open.  But notice that Jesus tells us to go to the other person at first alone.  There is no effort to publicly humiliate or to blow the concern out of proportion.  The purpose of this First Level of the Process is simply and quietly to resolve the concern.  The goal is always reconciliation, and the intent is to restore the relationship.

You see sometimes, sometimes, the most loving thing we can do is to let someone know when there is an unresolved conflict in our relationship.  The person may have no idea they have said or done something hurtful or painful or disappointing.  By getting the concern out in the open, we give them the opportunity to say, “Oh my goodness, you’re right.  I was wrong.  I’m sorry.”
On the other hand, by getting the concern out into the open, you may discover that you were the one who was wrong.  In his book, Michael Foss tells the story of a time when someone said something deeply hurtful to him.  For the rest of the day, he stewed and burnt with anger, and thought terrible things about this person who had so deeply wronged him.  Finally, he claimed down and called the person. Tactfully, he expressed his hurt feelings, and asked forgiveness for the harsh things he had been thinking.  The woman responded, “Michael, of course I forgive you.  But I remember that conversation, and it had nothing to do with you.”

Getting our feelings out into the open can be very productive, most of the time.  But sometimes, the two parties don’t remember the conflict the same way.  Maybe I still believe you were talking about me.  Maybe we’re both too deeply dug into our foxholes, and we’ve already thrown a few metaphorical hand grenades at each other.  And all communication has shut down.

Well, Jesus gives us a model for dealing with this level of conflict as well, and he reaches all the way back to the Book of Deuteronomy for a process.  In situations where the conflict cannot be resolved privately between two people privately, in situations where the conflict is of a serious nature (Jesus uses the word “sin”) , in these situations we are encouraged to bring one or two witnesses.

Now it may well be that these witnesses tell me I’m the one at fault.  Maybe I need to relax and not be so sensitive.  You see the point in bringing witnesses is not to gang up on the accused party.  The purpose of this Second Level of the Process is simply to get to the bottom of what’s going on.  The desire is still to resolve the conflict.  The goal is always reconciliation.  The intent is to restore the relationship.
Finally, if that doesn’t work, we are to take our conflict before the church. In the Presbyterian Church, we would take the conflict before the elected governing body of our church, elected by the whole church - the Session.  But, in this Third Level of the Process, if the one at fault fails to listen to the decision of the church, well, the words of Jesus start to sound a little harsh.  Jesus says, “If the offender refuses to listen even to the whole church, let such a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.”  Now what does Jesus mean we should treat them as a Gentile or tax collector?

Well, tax collectors in those days were often corrupt.  They usually overtaxed the poor and slipped a large percentage in their own pocket.  ‘Gentile’ was the term used for an unbeliever.  So, a person who refuses to listen to the judgment and authority of the church over a serious matter is to be treated as one who has left the church.  And that sure sounds cold to our modern ears.

We live in a day and time when judgment has become a bad word.  “Who am I to judge?” We ask.  And that’s a fair question.  Individually, it’s not my place to cast final judgment on who must leave the church.  That’s why Jesus gives the final authority to the church, as a whole.  But listen to this: Even the church’s final decision is dependent upon our gathering in the name of Jesus.  That’s what our scripture reading says.  Now what I think that means is that when we gather together in the love and grace and Spirit of Christ’s mercy, that’s when Christ promises to be present with the church in our discernment.  We only dare to cast judgment when we gather in the name of Christ.

Folks, reverently judging and discerning our conflicts isn’t a bad thing, because conflict that is ignored and swept under the rug doesn’t go away.  It’s like sweeping food under a rug.  Eventually, it spoils and starts to stink, and then it starts attracting all kinds of nasty bugs and rodents.  Sometimes - when cast in a caring, merciful, and prayerful manner - judgment can be the most loving thing we can do, and sometimes it may be the only way left to restore the relationship.

Here’s my point: With a closer look at the Gospel of Matthew, we begin to understand that, even at this Third Level of the Process, the goal and intent is still reconciliation and restoring the relationship.  Throughout the Gospel of Matthew, how has Jesus treated the gentiles and tax collectors?  Well, the Apostle Matthew was originally a tax collector when Jesus lovely went to his tax table and called Matthew to leave that life and become his disciple.  The worst accusation Jesus’ enemies could find to say about him was that he was a “friend of tax collectors.”  Jesus healed a gentile centurion’s servant.  And at the end of Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus sends his disciples out into all the world to make disciples of all those gentile nations out there.

You see, in the church’s judgment, no one is ever permanently banned from the church.  They simply become recipients of the church’s outreach mission of love, grace and mercy.  They become recipients of Jesus’ call to repentance, and recipients of Jesus’ promise of forgiveness.  And that’s good news for all of us, because I don’t believe that God ever gives up on any of us when we dig our heels in and refuse to admit we’re wrong.  God just keep looking for new ways to open our hearts to restore the relationship.  God never gives up on us.  And we, as a church, should never give up on anyone either.

Let us pray:

O God of love and grace and mercy, continue to bless this church with healthy relationships.  May we be open and honest, merciful and forgiving with each other, as you have been open and honest, merciful and forgiving with us.  Amen.

David A Cagle

September 6, 2020
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