Matthew 18:15-20, 1 Cor 12:12-26, Psalm 149 — 14" Sunday in Ordinary Time

What makes someone a Christian? | wonder how you might answer that question...they go to church?
They’re baptised — (we have a flurry of baptisms coming up this term!) Someone who follows Jesus?
Someone whose quality of love and action demonstrates faith in Christ? How someone lives their life.
How they treat others. How they listen. How they serve those around them. You might reasonably
think about the absence of conflict or disagreement or hurting others. All important features of the
Christian life.

But...and maybe this is of some comfort...in our gospel this morning, Jesus seems to assume that there
will be conflict among those who follow him. ‘If another member of the church sins against you’ begins
our gospel. Here, what makes us Christian is not whether or not we fight, disagree or wound one
another (and the Church has proven itself pretty good at that over the years), but how we go about
addressing and resolving these issues. Ours is a gospel of reconciliation for on the Cross, Jesus draws
all people to himself.

Now of course we are not supposed to have conflict as the world has it - through shouting and
screaming at one another, through humiliating one another, gossiping or slandering our neighbour, but
neither are we to sweep everything under the carpet as if conflict did not exist. Instead Jesus calls his
followers to the higher task of reconciliation and provides a way to carry it out when divisions arise.

It is how we resolve conflict and disagreement that we model for the world something of Christ’s
ministry of reconciliation — for where two or three are gathered in my name’ says Jesus, ‘1 am there
among them’.

Now this is all well and good but, we might ask, what sense does a passage on church discipline make
in a culture where church is often a place of relatively self-sufficient individuals who gather for worship
predominantly on a Sunday then depart for the rest of the week? Out and out conflict within church
here at least seems fairly rare if my five years in Muswell Hill is anything to go by...But this passage
begins to make more sense if we begin with the apostle Paul’s understanding of the church as a body
in our first reading, where one part of the body cannot say to another part, 1 have no need of you’ (1
Cor 12:12-16).

For Paul, the church is a place of mutual interdependence where each member is incomplete without
the other. The church is where the suffering of one is the suffering of all. Where the honour of one
leads to the rejoicing of all. This also means that conflict between members not only affects the
individuals involved but the entire community for members are bound together as a part of the Body
of Christ. The church has not been given power to ‘bind’ and to ‘loose’ because it is always right but
because its primary language, the primary habits of those who make it up, are ones of confession,
restoration and reconciliation. When conflict arises we seek to care for one another even when injured
or offended by the shared disciplines of repentance and forgiveness. Reconciliation does not always
mean that trust is immediately restored, or that every relationship can simply return to what it was
before. Reconciliation requires truth and boundaries and time.

One final thing to which | want to draw attention in Jesus’ words on reconciliation. It is listening that is
at the heart. ‘If the member listens to you...but if you are not listened to...if the member refuses to
listen...if the offended refuses to listen to the church...” We live in an age where much disagreement
isn’t handled well. What are often referred to as culture wars seem to comprise of groups of people
taking past each other and not actually listening to one another. Listening doesn’t mean agreeing but
proper listening demands silence. And that’s something everything about our modern world tells us is



a waste of time. Time in which money can be made, work can be done, more content created...but
true listening to one another in silence can be transformational. We hear it said that someone might
need a ‘good talking to’. But what if what is really needed is that someone needs instead a ‘good
listening to’. Perhaps there is a situation in our lives where a more gracious conversation or a more
gracious listening needs to take place.

Whatever conflicts arise within a Christian community they will not, of course, always be the intimate
business of one another. But Jesus’ words can guide us in setting the tone and culture which people
encounter here. A tone of welcome and care for one another, and habits of listening attentively to one
another, in such a way that looks above and beyond our petty squabbles, past or present, and sees
each person as loved by God, called to live by those same disciplines of confession and reconciliation.
For when we gather in this way, Jesus assures us of his presence.

What makes someone a Christian? Perhaps one answer is this: not that Christians never hurt one
another, never disagree or fall out. But that, when those things happen, we belong to a community
that refuses to let division govern us. We listen. We confess. We forgive. We seek restoration. By this,
we discover that Christ is not only present when we worship, but present in the more difficult work of
becoming reconciled to one another.



