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Well, since it’s the last Sunday of the summer, let’s play a little game.  How many of you have ever been hurt by something someone has said or done to you?  Raise your hand.  [Turn your hazards on]  Okay.  Keep them up.  [Leave them on.]  Now, you can put your hand down [turn off your blinkers] if in every single instance that you were hurt, that person knew exactly what was wrong and apologized for it, and the two of you developed an even closer and more loving bond because of your reconciliation.  Alright.  Now, you can put your hand down [turn off your blinkers] if you have never thought “I’m not going to tell him what’s wrong, he knows what he did” when you were mad at someone.  And finally: you can put your hand down [turn off your blinkers] if you have never, ever lost a relationship because of a disagreement of some kind.


Look around.  There are a lot of hands up [blinkers on].  But then, you probably didn’t need this exercise to point that out to you, did you?  You’re probably well-aware of the fact that people – even good, loving, Christian people with the best of intentions – get into fights.  They get into big fights.  And instead of resolving the fights, we tend to say things like: “Well, I don’t really want to start a fight, so I just won’t tell her why she made me mad.”  Or, “If he wants forgiveness, he has to come to me.”  Or, “They have hurt me too badly for me to love them again.”

This is why Jesus has to give us instructions on how to live together in Christian community.  Even Christians mess up and hurt others.  Jesus gives us an incredible gift when he gives us this pragmatic guide for resolving dispute.  It begins with the one who was wronged approaching the culprit.  You notice it’s not the other way around, because as we all know, sometimes we don’t even realize when we’ve made someone angry.  If that doesn’t work, bring a few friends to help observe and reflect on the conversation.  If that doesn’t work, have the church guide your conversation.  If you just can’t work it out, Jesus says we should “let such a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.”  Which sounds harsh, until you remember that Jesus regularly chose to eat with Gentiles and tax collectors.

Why is Jesus giving us this really straight-forward document on conflict resolution?  How is this gospel?  The key, I think, is in the last line, at the end of a paragraph on how to not be a passive-aggressive Lutheran who doesn’t know how to address conflict.  Jesus reminds us that “where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them."  Jesus actually seems to be telling us that Jesus is there among us when we fight.  He might as well be saying, “when two or three finally stop avoiding each other and just start having a confrontation so that their relationship can be repaired and Christian love can again be shared, I am there among them.”

See, we have this misconception that good Christians don’t fight.  We hear things like how we’re supposed to turn the other cheek, and we interpret that as meaning that there is never a place for conflict in our Christian life.  Even worse, we assume that if someone else messed up and did wrong to us or our community – if they sinned – that they’re the one who’s in trouble, and that we’re the righteous ones who have followed the law. They should come crawling to us so we can scare them straight with our holiness.  Both of these opinions, Jesus says, are completely wrong.

First of all, Christians do fight.  Christians must fight.  The truth of life in community, a life of love lived side-by-side with your neighbor who often looks, sounds, thinks, and even smells different from you, means that you will find reasons to disagree.  It will happen.  It must happen.  And it is in the resolution of that conflict, with Christ in our midst, that we learn more about each other and ourselves.  We live out a radical love that confronts out of concern for the other and hope for a continued relationship instead of anger, hatred, and control.


Secondly, when someone else was wrong and you are right, you need to rethink your rightness.  Paul tells us very carefully that “Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore, love is the fulfilling of the law.”  The whole purpose of the law is to help us direct how to love God and love neighbor in the best possible way.  If you’re thinking that you’re righteous because you follow the rules to the letter, but aren’t giving someone the opportunity to right their wrongs and receive forgiveness, well, that’s not love.  You’re not following the law, not truly, because you are not acting out of love for your neighbor. You’re acting out of a desire for power, for self-created righteousness, for the appearance of holiness and control.  That’s not love.  That’s not righteousness.  That’s sin.

Let us live honorably, the Apostle Paul insists.  Let’s not hide under the cover of darkness.  Let’s not swallow our frustrations with others, breaking relationships and ingraining bad behavior.  Let’s talk.  Instead of demanding righteousness, let’s work for reconciliation.  Instead of insisting that someone come to you and ask forgiveness, go to them in love and express your hurt.  Work together to repair the relationship, bringing in others who can help if need be, because we are not called to passive aggression, but active reconciliation.  We are meant to confront each other, to bring to light the hurts and fears and missteps we see in each other, not so we can have power over them, but so the hurt can end and the relationship can be saved.

Blessed are you, Jesus says.  Blessed are you when you act out of love for the community and love for your neighbor and actively work to resolve conflict in your midst, for then, Jesus says, I am among you.  Jesus reminds us that no one is immune from messing up – not even you – and just as you must work to face conflict and resolve problems, so you will one day be the recipient of a request for reconciliation.  What love demands of us in relationship – whether family, friends, co-workers, fellow worshipers, or merely members of the body of Christ – is that we look past righteousness and instead seek reconciliation.  

This is how we build community.  This is how we live out love.  Not through judgment, not through silent pain turned into anger, not through more rules and more control and more punishment, but through face-to-face, loving confrontation, where we solve our problems for the good of the other, for the good of the community that needs us, for the good of God’s kingdom here on earth.  For the presence of Christ, who is present with us even in conflict, thanks be to God.  Amen.
