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Having been around the church as long as I have, I have sometimes 
wondered if there is a version of the Bible I’ve missed, one in which Jesus 
says to the disciples:  

If another member of the church sins against you, go and tell everyone 
who will listen how you were hurt. Garner as much sympathy as possible. 
But be careful not to tell the offender lest the offender listen to you and ask
your forgiveness. Then what would you have to feel hurt about? 

Well, there isn’t such a version of the Bible, but no doubt about it, our way of
relating to one another - in church and out  - is often more like that made-up 
passage than it is like what Jesus calls us to in our gospel lesson.

When someone offends us, we are likely to break off the relationship and 
either harbor the hurt without saying anything or tell others about it but 
never speak of it to the one who has offended us.

These instructions of Jesus in Matthew 18 are a part of St. Andrew’s and 
other ELCA congregations’ constitutions, before there even was a church, 
Jesus is already anticipating that the communities of believers, being made 
of human beings as they are, will not be a perfect communities. So it will be 
important how these communities respond when someone offends or falls 
short of the mark and doesn’t live up to  expectations.

New Testament scholar and Anglican Bishop N.T. Wright calls Jesus’ 
instructions here both “severely practical as well as ruthlessly idealistic.”1 

1Matthew for Everyone: Part Two, N.T. Wright.



Jesus says that the one who has been wronged is to seek reconciliation 
with the one who has done the wrong! That’s not how we usually handle 
discord, is it?

Most of us would wait until the person who has done wrong comes to us 
and apologizes. But we all know of cases when the offender has no idea 
that she or he has offended. So nothing is said, but a relationship is injured. 
Yes, this advice is as practical as it is difficult. 
Still, even when there is a confrontation to seek reconciliation, we human 
conflict avoiders are likely to be more inclined to brush the conflict under the
rug than to deal honestly with it. “Oh, that’s OK,” we say. “It’s not that 
important.”

But sometimes it is important. Sometimes there was wrong done. In that 
case what is needed is not pretending that nothing happened. What is 
needed is forgiveness.  Bishop Wright says, “Forgiveness is when it did 
happen and it did matter, and you’re going to deal with it and end up loving 
and accepting one another again anyway.” It takes that kind of honesty, 
confession, and forgiveness to keep human relationships healthy, and it 
takes that kind of honest between members of a community to keep the 
community healthy. 

Jesus then says that if things cannot be worked out between offended and 
offender, the next step is to take one or two with you to help work things out.
If that still doesn’t work, then it is the obligation of the church to seek 
restoration of relationship. Relationships in the community are that important
because the community is that important!

Jesus goes on to say that if the person who is in the wrong won’t listen to 
the church, then the church is to treat the offending party like a tax collector 
and a gentile. 

There are two ways to look at that sentence. One is like the old folk song, 
“Let the church roll on.” Maybe you know it? If not, here’s a verse: “There’s 



a deacon in the church, and he won’t do right. What you gonna do? Kick 
him out! Kick him out! And let the church roll on!”

But I don’t think that is what Jesus is demanding here. Given what we know 
about how Jesus treated tax collectors and gentiles. Jesus socialized with 
Zacchaeus the tax collector and called the tax collector Matthew to be his 
disciple. Over and over he marveled at the faith of gentiles - Samaritans, a 
pagan Roman centurian, a Syro-Phoenician women. He associated with 
them, loved them, and never ceased inviting them into community! 

Just so, I believe that Jesus means we are never to give up, even on the 
unrepentant!  “Treat them as tax collectors and sinners.” That is, start over, 
but keep seeking reconciliation and restoration. Reconciliation comes only 
after wrong has been faced and dealt with, so we shouldn’t expect that the 
opportunity for reconciliation will always accepted. But it must always be 
offered.

To Jesus, the church is a community in which the truth can be told in love, a
family where none of us remains disconnected from and untouched by each
other’s presence and problems and joys. The church is not a voluntary 
association of like-minded people who can walk away from each other 
whenever they feel slighted. It is the organic and living body of Christ. And 
as a body, all of its parts, all of its members are needed and important. 

One of the blessings of this time of quarantine that we are all fed up with 
these days is that many of us have come to see the church and the 
congregation we belong to, not as a place we go to occasionally to get our 
spiritual tank refilled, but as the fellowship in Christ that it is. This is a 
community we have come to long for. Like George Jones once sang, “You 
never know just how good you’ve got it ‘till you ain’t got it no more.” 

In my conversations with St. Andrew folk, I know that we miss being here in 
this space to worship together - to sing and share the Eucharist. But we also
miss one another. We long to be together, to shake hands, to check on one 
another, to share the events of the week over coffee. 



I believe the Spirit is helping us learn something here. 

North Carolina Episcopal priest Noah Van Niel commented on our current 
pandemic recently: 

“...the church remains one of the few places whose express intent is to 
create close contact with other people – because we believe it’s good for 
you, because we believe that God is to be experienced most fully in 
community and connection. It’s why we take great pride in opening our 
doors to newcomers and old-timers, friends and strangers. To have the 
banker and the busker rubbing shoulders at the same altar is a sign of glory 
in our eyes. Because to us the body is a place of divine revelation, and 
bodies gathered together bring the Spirit of God to life.”

Father Van Niel goes on to write about the shortcomings of all our worship 
options these days, from reopening without restriction and thus endangering
the very bodies that we believe are the Spirit’s dwelling place, to opening to 
only small groups of people with no singing, no touching, and no 
communion, to continuing the practice of streaming worship and meeting via
Zoom in which we are all experienced as little flat screened images. 

He writes, “Instead of a satisfying way forward, we are left with a desire that 
cannot be met. An absence that cannot be filled. A yearning that is 
perpetual.”

And he wonders, “...what if that were its own instructive place to dwell? In 
an age of immediate gratification, we may be used to getting what we need 
relatively quickly, but in our spiritual tradition, the concept of holy longing is 
not new. We long for heaven while we are on earth. We long for peace in a 
world of war. We long for justice in a world that continually frustrates those 
aims....”

“...perhaps now, having been deprived of people and connection and 
community for so long, we will appreciate anew how much we depend upon 



one another for our own flourishing. Maybe not getting to be the church [in 
its fullest sense] is exactly what the church needs to awaken the sense of 
longing and desire that will propel us back into communities of faith that 
feed us in ways we didn’t even know we needed, communities that possess 
a more capacious spirit and a more generous sense of mission.”2

And having spent the week studying Matthew 18, I’d add, maybe our 
separation is teaching us the importance of keeping relationships in our faith
communities healthy, of doing the hard work of reconciliation and restoration
whenever relationships in the the community are in danger of being 
fractured. 

These communities that we call congregations are vital to our lives and our 
mission as the baptized people of God. As such they are worth all the work 
and forgiveness and longsuffering and support they may require of us. 

You’ve probably heard me say this before: when Jesus ascended into 
heaven, he did not leave us a book or a set of rules or a liturgy, or an 
organization; he left us a community in which, St. Paul says, our one 
obligation is to love one another. Jesus  left us a community, not because 
God needs people to gather in order for God to be present and active in the 
world, but because Jesus knew that we need each other if we are to be the 
whole people God intends us to be. He knew that we need each other if we 
are to fulfill the high calling that is ours in baptism - to be Christ’s presence 
in the world. Amen.

2Noah Van Neil, “The Church is Other People: Why we need to gather in person,” Plough Quarterly, 
August 12, 2020 


