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It’s a funny set of readings today, looking for the connections between them had me 

stumped at first. What does the story of the first Passover have to do with how we are to 

handle conflict in the church?  

The Passover story is an important part of an event that defines Israel's new identity as 

a people free to govern themselves. They have been delivered from a very dark period 

of time when the people were enslaved by a merciless ruler,  who governed their lives 

with cruelty. The Passover marks a new beginning, a fresh start to a new life with God 

and each other.  The story is retold to remind Israel of the origins of the community, of 

God’s deliverance of the people and how they are to celebrate God’s mercy.  There is a 

level of legalistic detail within this story that makes me cringe a bit, it’s very specific 

about how to enact the ritual and the detail seems to distract from the overall message 

in a way that Paul’s letter to the church in Rome seems to address.  

Because Paul is saying that legalism gets in the way of the intent of the law. If we focus 

on taking the right steps, without paying attention to the reason for the steps, we can 

lose our way. 

Paul says the way to follow the law has to be within the context of a greater law, the law 

of loving one another.  Paul’s letters are also addressing a new community and he lays 

out what is most important in the life of the church, that the members of the church live 

according to the law guided by a spirit of love.  

 

So context is important, and the context of love is when we are to be grounded.  
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The gospel reading is directed to the new Christain church community, and gives 

direction on how to handle conflict within the church. The first part looks like a clear set 

of steps to follow, the second part puts these steps in the context of loving and caring 

for each other. 

 

There is a familiar saying in the English language “My way or the highway”, that 

suggests there are two options in conflict resolution. You either agree with me or go in 

the opposite direction.  

 

There seems to be a pandemic of another sort infecting our world at the moment, that 

reflects this kind of thinking. The level of polarization is not just reflected in our political 

lives, it has also crept into all areas of our communal lives. People are getting fired from 

their jobs left and right for expressing an opinion or even questioning an idea that is 

seen as objectionable or offensive, without any opportunity for discussion. 

 

Some of you may have followed the news story of a group of scholars including  

JK Rowling, Salman Rushdie and Margaret Atwood who wrote a controversial  letter in 

Harpers magazine warning of “an intolerance of opposing views” and “a vogue for public 

shaming and ostracism”. 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2020/jul/08/jk-rowling-rushdie-and-atwood-warn-

against-intolerance-in-open-letter 

 

Ironically, the letter was quickly condemned by those who said many of the writers 

themselves had behaved in a similar way in the past, and that they were speaking from 

a platform of privilege and wealth and were afraid they might lose this status, that what 

they actually feared was  a change in society where their own power was in jeopardy. 

 

It was bizarre to watch a group of writers express an opinion about intolerance of ideas 

and public shaming receive the very treatment they identified. Not that those who were 

in opposition didn’t make some valid points, but valid points shouldn’t dismiss an entire 

argument. 
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It was a public flashpoint where there were opposing views and the reaction was to 

quickly align with the “correct” view. 

 

The way I saw it reflected in the media was an either or proposition. You were either for 

them or against them. This reflects an attitude of you either think like I do, or I’m not 

going to listen to you that is so prevalent today. 

 

Today’s gospel gives us a third way. Instead of making it about you or me,  Jesus 

makes the argument that conflict is about we, the whole church, the entire body of 

Christ. Because when we are one body, when one part is hurt, we all hurt.  

 

Jesus recognizes rightly that conflict will impact the life of the church and addresses 

conflict not as between one or the other person, but as impacting and belonging to the 

whole group. It begins with one on one conversation with a heavy emphasis on 

listening, and moves outward to the whole community. 

 

If we lift Matthew’s advice out of context, it looks like a pretty intense formula for solving 

conflict, a three step plan for kicking people out of the church. But if we dig deeper, we 

can see that in contrast, it actually speaks to the lengths we have to go to in order to 

reconnect or reconcile with someone who has “gone astray” or sinned against us. 

 

The parable that immediately precedes this passage is the parable of the lost sheep, 

the story of the good shepherd who has 100 sheep, so could probably afford to lose a 

few, but who instead leaves the 99 behind to find the one who is lost. 

 

What sounds like an admonition to get rid of troublemakers in the church “if the offender 

refuses to listen to even the church, let such a one be to you as a tax collector or a 

sinner.”,  is actually advice on how far we need to go in order to keep that one with us.  
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Jesus was always hanging out with tax collectors and sinners! He was always getting 

hassled for spending time with them, for drawing them in. He ate meals with them, and 

hung out with them when everyone else shunned their company, he extended the kind 

of radical hospitality Guy mentioned last week to the kind of people everyone else didn’t 

want to be around. When it comes to ruptures in the community, we don’t give up on 

people. When it comes to forgiveness, we forgive 70 times 7...code for an infinite 

amount. 

 

And then there are the last words of this advice, “for when two or three are gathered in 

my name, I am there among them” This is not a magical formula that implies “if you can 

just get a certain number of people together to pray, God will do whatever they ask,”  

instead it’s  more that when we gather together to resolve problems, Jesus is there with 

us and brings with him incredible potential and possibility for reconciliation. 

 

When we come together in an attempt to heal our divisions, God is powerfully at work 

and nothing is impossible. Even more, Jesus promises that when we’re about this work 

– that is, when we come together as a community to address our differences, resolve 

our disputes, seek to end conflict, and repair relationships – he is there. Always. 

Supporting, encouraging, blessing our efforts. We are not alone and that’s why we don’t 

give up. 

 

What I like about this church community is that we are in authentic relationship with one 

another. We spend time together, we talk about the craziness of the world, the 

hardships we’re experiencing and sometimes we don’t agree on things. But Jesus says 

in order to have a healthy community we need to solve our conflicts with bravery, 

honesty and in the context of being fully loved and supported by our Creator. 

 

Now I have to admit that this is hard and sometimes risky work. But the advantage of 

being in a community with deep connections is that we are not expected to always get it 

right. We all are given the room in this community to learn, to fail, to grow, and to be 

loved through it all. 
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We have lost so much in these past few months. The freedom to be physically together 

or to see our families and our friends. We have lost an atmosphere of civility in our 

nation.  We are ever more aware of our failings in our attempt to bring liberty and justice 

for all, that brings with it an atmosphere of chaos and division, but through it all, we still 

have each other. And I am grateful for this community that is held together by the love 

of God and by the faithfulness of each and every one of you.  

 

It is truly a treasure to gather together in whatever way we can to remember that we 

belong to one another and to know, that whatever craziness the world throws our way, 

and whatever conflict rises up within our community, we still show up for each other in 

ways that remind us of the unconditional love of the one that is always at work saving 

us. 

 

Amen 


