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September 10, 2017 
Year A; 14th Sunday after Pentecost 
Exodus 12: 1-14 
Psalm 149 
Romans 13: 8-14 
Matthew 18: 15-20 
 
“In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.” 
 
 When I was a school chaplain, I would hear a few phrases frequently from the 
boys….”What did you say?”  and “I’m sorry” being chief among them….”I’m 
really sorry” came from the boy who had just thrown up on the new carpet in 
my office, and too from the boy who got out of the car one carpool 
morning…..and immediately threw up on my shoes…. 
 
“I told my mom I didn’t feel good” was another frequent phrase…. 
 
But among the adults….I would fairly regularly hear:  “How can a Christian 
institution do that?”  As chaplain and counselor, I was often in the room when 
conflicts erupted or were discussed. If the school had to set a limit on a 
disruptive child, or hold a poorly performing teacher accountable for the chaos 
in their classroom, or if a parent was speaking in destructive ways on 
campus…… 
Negative behaviors would be named, limits would be set, a process put in place 
to help improve behavior….. 
 
But in particularly contentious and public conflicts, an adult might say:  “How 
can a Christian institution do that?”  The “that” being the limits; a parent could 
no longer attend basketball games after repeated loud, negative comments; a 
child could not play in a game in which he had repeatedly physically hurt other 
children, or, a teacher would not be given a new contract after repeated 
attempts to mentor them, and improve their teaching or organizational skills…… 
 
Sometimes the question: “How can a Christian institution do that?” Was said 
with a broken heart, a love for that teacher, or a deep understanding of the pain 
and shortcomings of the parent or child…. 
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Wanting a Christian institution to somehow have a magical way to deal with 
conflict……a way with love but no limits and consequences…..  
 
But the question: “How can a Christian institution do that?” could also be asked 
as part of an argument against the limits set on a parent teacher or child, an 
attempt to manipulate the discussion, to imply that setting limits and 
consequences was mean and thus unchristian……… 
  
Our Gospel today offers a fresh glimpse, a glimpse into Jesus’s perspective on 
conflict and pain between members of a Christian institution….…the church.  
We need to be careful not to read this Gospel like it is part of a human resources 
memo,  following it word for word as directions. 
 
Clearly, though, the actions spoken of by Jesus are thoughtful…….begin with a 
private, one-on-one discussion; if no good result, bring a few  church members 
both to be witnesses and to help mediate….…and then if still no good result, 
bring the issue to the church community……. 
 
Wise actions, but even more we need to hear the spirit of what Jesus says….a 
spirt of care, and reconciliation and hope…and a spirit of concern not for one 
isolated person, but for the whole community…. 
 
Too we need to hear that Jesus speaks of conflict, matter-of-factly, as likely to 
happen, and here is what you should do… 
In other words, Jesus speaks of conflict as normal, and an expected part of being 
in a human community. 
 
Sometimes we assume, we hope, as we heard in my school examples, that the 
church, because we are Christian, will not have conflict, but Jesus reminds us 
that it is part of life, not to be ignored, swept under the rug, but dealt with, as a 
community.  
 
We might also note what Jesus does NOT suggest as ways to deal with a 
conflict…. 
Jesus does not suggest any of the familiar and painful ways the world has dealt 
with and continues to deal with conflict…. 
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Slandering the other person, gossiping and complaining about them behind 
their back, yelling at the other person, or even escalating to violence, as a 
response.  
 
No, Jesus does not suggest that we ignore conflict, and he does not suggest the 
physically and emotionally damaging methods common in the days he walked 
this earth, and sadly still common today. 
 
Jesus knows both of these choices will destroy the relationship of the 2 people 
in conflict, and they will also erode, injure, and even eventually destroy the 
community around them, the church… 
 
If silence or violence is the answer, the community will not be a place of love 
and trust……….but one of pain and gossip and division. 
 
So we need to note again what Jesus speaks of instead……. the work to “regain” 
the other….work of reconciliation, steps to address pain and division.  
 
And if no good result comes from all those steps? Jesus says: 
 
“….and if the offender refuses to listen even to the church, let such a one be to 
you as a Gentile and a tax collector.” 
 

Now that might sound harsh, until we remember that Jesus frequently spent 
time with tax collectors and Gentiles….with outsiders, with folks struggling and 
far from home, physically and emotionally…..Jesus is still there. 
 
Finally, what I particularly love in this reading is the final line: 
 
 “For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.”  
 
Such a familiar line, and treasured by those of us in small churches, but few 
realize it is said by Jesus in this context of dealing with conflict.  
 
Jesus assures us that he is with us, always, including and especially in our 
conflicts, he is among us….not as we brush conflict under the rug….or as we 
slander and gossip and yell….No, he is with us as we struggle to face conflict and 
have those such difficult and still respectful conversations….. 
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So, “How can a Christian institution do that?”  If it is Christian, it is called to do 
all of those…thats… 
 
To face conflict and have those such difficult and still respectful 
conversations….. knowing…. “For where two or three are gathered in my name, 
I am there among them.” 
 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
The Rev. Megan Limburg 
 
 
 
 
 
 


