The Christian Community- Handling Conflict
Pentecost 12

Matthew 18:15-20

September 4th, 2011

Dear friends in Christ,


All summer long we’ve been following the ministry of Jesus in Matthew’s gospel.  His parables and his miracles have taught us so much about living in the kingdom of God.  The last couple weeks we’ve seen how Jesus has focused his teachings on what it means to be his disciple.  It’s not an easy thing to confess him as Lord, as we are then called to set our minds on God, deny ourselves and serve others, take up the cross of sacrifice, and follow.  


Well, at this point in the gospel, Jesus turns his teachings away from the individual, and looks at life in community.  How can we live together as his followers in the Christian community?  Beginning today and continuing right through October, issues of community will be front and center.


So, how does Jesus start us off as we think about community?  He starts by talking  about conflict.  Great.  Just what we want to hear, right?  Most of us dread conflict.  We want to turn and run when it comes, or bury our head in the sand! Does Jesus really have to talk about that?


Well, yes he does.  And he does so, I think, for a couple of very important reasons.

The first is that conflict is a normal part of relationships and organizations.  It’s part of being human.  You can’t avoid it.  It’s everywhere.  It always has been and it always will be so long as people walk this earth.  Now not all conflict is bad.  Sometimes it is necessary in order to move us or our organization to that new place God wants us to be.  But sometimes it is bad, when things are handled inappropriately and people are treated badly.  Conflict happens.  Like it or not, we will be faced with it and we need to learn how to be reconciled, or made right with one another, in the church as well as elsewhere.   


Another reason I think Jesus speaks openly about conflict and reconciliation, is because that is precisely why he was sent into the world.   Jesus experienced all kinds of conflict, ultimately leading to the cross, so that we might know reconciliation with God.  Reconciliation is at the heart of Christian faith. Paul writes in II Corinthians 5:18, “All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation . . .” That is who we are. We are a reconciling community. Christ has reconciled us with God. We, then, are to be reconciled with one another.   It’s fundamental to what it means to be Christian, to learn and seek reconciliation when one is in conflict with another.

In today’s lesson Jesus is very practical, laying out a step by step process to handle conflict in the community.  And that’s his concern, the community as a whole.  He knows that a dispute between two people, if not handled properly, can filter into the whole community, and cause lots more damage.  


So what are the steps Jesus teaches?  Well, the first is so basic, and yet so often we can’t even do this.  It is to admit there is a problem.  “If someone sins against you,” says Jesus.  A lot of times people will try and deny that they have been sinned against, even though they know in their gut it’s true.  So, they carry it around and let it fester.  To just brood about it can be fatal. That can poison our whole life until we can’t think of anything else but our own hurt. Our own personal injury becomes the whole center of our life and we grow angrier and angrier until some later time when we can’t hold it in any longer and a major blow up occurs.   That’s not the way to handle it. 


Once when I was a young associate pastor a council member who was a prominent eye doctor in town and with whom I worked with in the area of social ministry made some rather unflattering comments about me at a council meeting.  It totally surprised me and really kind of took me back at the time, and I didn’t know quite what to do.  Did other people think the same way about me?  I was hurt and confused.  Fortunately, and this was probably more by luck than plan, I didn’t let what happen fester.  Within a day or two I went to the senior pastor, who was at the meeting,  and told him how I was feeling about what took place.  I at least got it out in the open and trusted my instincts that there was a problem that needed to be dealt with.   So the first step is to admit your feelings and be honest with yourself when a problem comes up.  Don’t run and hide.  That’s the worst thing you can do.

In my example, the senior pastor said a very wise thing.  He advised, “You need to go talk to that person about what he said.”  And that’s exactly what Jesus says.  “Go and point out the fault when the two of you are alone.”  So often we’re afraid to do that.  We’ll talk to our friend, we’ll talk to our neighbor, we’ll talk to our pastor, but we won’t go talk to the person we should be talking to, the one who offended us or the one with whom we are having the conflict.  And notice that this is face to face communication.  It’s not scrolls, letters, e-mail ,texts, Facebook, or Twitter, all of which can be misread and distances us from the other person.  It’s old school, face to face communication, which is always best.  My guess is that 98% of conflict can be resolved if only we’d go talk directly to the person we need to talk to.  In my case, I got on the phone and said, “Marshall, I need to sit down and talk with you.”  And he said, “I know. We need to talk,”  because he also knew things were not right.  He offered to buy lunch, we met, we talked about what he said and he actually apologized for his comments.  He really didn’t mean for it to come out as it did.  There was a misunderstanding.  I learned some things, he learned some things, and we were able to move forward, work together, and gained mutual respect. 


Was it easy to make that phone call?  No.   We need to pray and turn to God to help us do those hard things.  A pastor tells about the mother of a friend of his who hadn’t talked to her sister for years (in fact for almost as long as his friend could remember). But one day as he was visiting her, there was a friendly phone conversation. When his mother hung up, he asked, amazed, “Was that Aunt Martha?”  “Yup,” his mother said.
“Well, I’ve never heard you talk to her before,” he said. “That’s great! What happened?”

His mother said, “I realized I don’t have a lot of years left and I didn’t want to carry this thing for the rest of my life. So I prayed to Jesus and I called Martha up.”  That’s good advice.  If you’ve got a problem with someone , pray to Jesus and call them up!
Well, sometimes things still don’t get resolved.  If the private meeting doesn’t work, the next step is to arrange for another meeting, inviting  some wise Christians to be present as well.  Jesus says, "But if you are not listened to, take one or two others along with you, that every word may be confirmed by the evidence of two or three witnesses." 
Now notice why these others are brought.  It is not to bring further testimony against the wrongdoer, piling it on, if you will.  It’s to be listeners, to hear what both people are saying.  It’s to help sort things out in order to bring about reconciliation between the two. 
It may well be that we are the ones, and not the other person, who are in the wrong   We may not be seeing our part that has contributed to the problem.  That’s what outsiders can do, when we’re so wrapped up in the conflict, we can’t see the forest for the trees. 

I do think it’s important to have some trusted friends who can bring some objectivity to difficult situations.   They may not always be brought in directly to help resolve conflict, but they can certainly be people you can bounce ideas off and who may help you see the situation more clearly.  In our modern church context, I think all of our synods, for example, have trained groups of people that can go to congregations, listen, and make recommendations when there is some significant conflict taking place.  This can help bring reconciliation to the church.
The next step, Jesus says, if having an objective group of people still doesn’t get it resolved, is to bring it to the church, the whole body.  The hope is that in the context of Christian community, the issue can still be resolved, without having to go to court, for example.  One would hope that conflicts within the community don’t have to go to this level, and that they are resolved at an earlier step.  My experience is that if a conflict goes to the whole church, the body has already been broken and it’s tough to have a positive outcome for all.   But if conflict  does go to this level, one would also hope that it is in an atmosphere of Christian prayer, and Christian love that personal relationships may be made right. 
Finally, if all else fails, Jesus says, “…if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector" That sounds really harsh.  Gentiles and tax collectors were shunned by the Jewish community.  It sounds like he’s saying, kick him out of the community, let him go, stay away from him forever.  But remember how Jesus treated tax collectors and Gentiles, the outsiders.  He welcomed them in.  And remember what Jesus taught about forgiveness, which will be next week’s lesson.  We are to forgive infinitely, never setting limits.  So perhaps what Jesus is really saying and modeling in his life, is we never give up in our hope for reconciliation.  The door is always open to that possibility.

I don’t know anyone who truly relishes personal conflict.  I know I don’t.  But, it has a way of finding us, doesn’t it?  Because it’s part of life, it also finds its way into the Christian community.  That can be unsettling.  But this lesson ends with a strong word of hope, even in the midst of conflict.  Jesus says, “Where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.”  That includes during times of conflict.  Maybe especially during times of conflict.  

Jesus speaks about conflict in today’s lesson because it’s a very real part of life.  When it comes we need to name it, pray and ask God to be with us as we speak personally to the person about it; if necessary, bring in some objective believers to help sort out the problem, and, if necessary, even involve the whole church.  And, in the end, we never give up striving for reconciliation in the Christian community.  For Christ has reconciled us to God.  Can we do any less than seek to be reconciled to one another?  Amen 
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