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READ:
MATTHEW
18:15-20
"...where two or three
are gathered in my
name, I am there
among them."

REFLECT:
Community isn't always easy. Other people can be
difficult to get along with sometimes. Let's be
honest, we can be difficult to get along with
sometimes. Carolyn will attest to how grumpy I
can be after working a night shift, and before my
first cup of tea of the day!
My work in a care home gives many glimpses into
the challenges of communal life. Residents don't
always get along with one another, and the disinhibition that can come with Dementia only
exaggerates the problem. People get on each
other's nerves. One lady singing her favorite song
Danny Boy for the 6th time that morning gets told
to "SHUT UP!" by the lady in the armchair
opposite, and a volley of name-calling ensues.
Fights break out over property and personal

space, occasionally with walking sticks wielded as weapons. I should add that I get
to see and experience beautiful examples of kindness and good humor as well! But,
to misquote Jesus, where two or three are gathered there is bound to be some
conflict. In this gospel reading, Jesus (and/or Matthew!) deals with the inevitable.
I wonder what your first impressions of this passage are? Does Jesus' direct
approach make you uncomfortable? Does it seem alien and irrelevant in our
consumer-culture where if someone or something in your church offends you, the
normal course of action would be to try the church down the road instead?
In the last term of my training for ministry, seeking to address my own discomfort
with conflict, I enrolled on a module called "conflict transformation." Perhaps the
most important message imparted was that conflict is not a bad thing (though it can
be badly handled). In fact, conflict is necessary. We were told to be very wary of
churches where there is no conflict. It means one of two things: a) no-one cares
enough to have an opinion or b) those who get hurt just leave. It's likely to be a
church where nothing ever changes, a church in decline.
The approach Jesus outlines might seem confrontational, but it is very loving. He
encourages open, honest dialogue. A culture where individuals are spoken to, rather
than spoken about. It's also a culture of safety and accountability. People don't just
'turn a blind eye' to behaviour that harms others. Just as we are called to challenge
injustice outside the church, to 'speak truth to
power', the same applies within our community.
Underpinning all is Jesus' promise to be present
with us in the midst of it. Nadia Bolz-Webber, a
Lutheran pastor in the USA, has described some
advice she gives to all new members of her church
as follows, "...This community will disappoint
them. It's a matter of when, not if. We will let
them down or I'll say something stupid and hurt
their feelings...[but] if they choose to leave when
we don't meet their expectations, they won't get
to see how the grace of God can come in and fill
the holes left by our community's failure, and
that's just too beautiful and too real to miss."
This strikes me as great advice. I have some firsthand experience of this beautiful, real grace in the
aftermath of painful conflict. Of how somehow, in
the messes we make, the fractures and fault-lines
between us can be openings and channels for the
in-pouring of the Holy Spirit, bringing new
relationship and understanding.
So when conflict happens... and it will... please
speak up. And please stick around.

Resources:
Our friends at Wheatley
URC have a huge archive
of online sermons you
can listen to, and are
regularly posting new
resources on their
website:
www.wheatleyurc.org.uk

Support:
Pauline and myself, and
your elders, are here for
you if you need someone
to talk to, have a prayer
request, or just fancy a
chat! Ping us an email or
give us a ring.

