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Churches are full of troublesome people – discuss!
Gracious God – we open the bible and long to receive your word – open, we pray, our minds and hearts to receive that word with all its comfort and in all its challenge. Amen.

In 1992 the Baptist Missionary Society celebrated its Bicentennial.  It had all begun at a Ministers’ Meeting in Kettering on the 2nd October 1792 and by the following year William Carey was on his way to India.  

Kettering has an entry in the Encylodeia Britannica because of the formation of the BMS there and during that special year of celebration – as the Assistant Minister of the Baptist Church in the town – I had the task of showing round some of the church tourists who had made a special pilgrimage to us..
We inevitably took them out to Moulton and the church where William Carey – shoemaker cum preacher – was once the pastor.  Once in the vestry of this little chapel the folks at Moulton would get out their 18th Century Church Record book.  On more than one occasion I remember them pointing out that back in 1783 or 1790 a member of the church had been excommunicated for playing billiards on the Sabbath or singing inappropriate songs on the way to church.

Hard to imagine that sort of Christianity now – rule based and always eager to ring fence the church rather than open it up.

The lectionary gospel for today is one that seems difficult at first reading to hear:  If a brother does wrong, take the matter up with him – that’s fine and sensible – no problem with that.  But there’s more:  if he doesn’t listen to you take two or three with you to try to thrash it out.  O.K. – this is sounding a little more serious but perhaps we could go along with that.  But there’s more: If that doesn’t work take the matter to the church meeting – now this is all getting a bit tricky and embarrassing and perhaps we’re beginning to wish we’d never started this arbitration process in the first place.  But there’s more: and if your brother still won’t play ball, and here I quote: then treat him as you would a pagan, other translations have Gentile, or a tax collector.  And that sounds as if we’re back in Moulton Baptist Church in 1783 with the church member excluded for playing billiards on the Sabbath.


So it’s another tricky text Sunday and that’s the reason I’ve put that rather provocative sermon title on the service sheet;  It comes from one of my favourite websites called Working Preacher – a one liner from the commentary on today’s passage: Churches are full of troublesome people –I’ve put the word at the end: Discuss!

Michael Griffiths, a former Principle of The London School of Theology put it another way in a book title of his.  It’s a book that dealt with the huge variety of people who make up any local church, a diverse people – often we are an odd concoction of people – so he chose the title: Building with Bananas – the front cover graphic, I seem to remember, was very colourful!
Churches are indeed often full of troublesome people – and I might be one of them.  I think that’s always the point we should start from when thinking about church dynamics.  Instead of thinking the issue, the problem, the challenge is inevitably with someone else – perhaps I’m the issue, I’m the problem or I’m the challenge.  At least being open to that possibility gives us the humility we might need when addressing this topic.

So at a first reading this text looks so harsh.  In his little commentary the Scottish Bible teacher William Barclay says of these verses: In many ways this is one of the most difficult passages to interpret in the whole of Matthew’s gospel.  

That’s because banishing a member of any group seems to be the judgement of last resort – yet isn’t Jesus advocating it a little too quickly or stridently?

Such observations have led some to conclude that maybe this was just Matthew putting words into Jesus’ mouth – after all this talk about The Church is a bit premature at this point in the gospel because right now there wasn’t a Church – just a group of ad hoc disciples.  So maybe this is just Matthew, years later, trying to lay down some rules for a Church that was already showing the signs of becoming an institution.


Or maybe this is just one of those occasions when you have to read what goes before and after if you’re going to make any sense of it at all.

The process Jesus describes is really quite straightforward and was one already practiced in Jewish law and culture. Quarrels and disputes can grow to a point when they cannot be dealt with privately.  If the ranquor and damage trickles out and begins to affect others then the community needs to become involved. In essence Matthew 18 is first century conflict management.

It also urges us to actually face issues openly with each other rather than brush them under the carpet leaving them either unresolved or simply the topic of our gossip.  Reflecting on this passage the commentator Bill Loader writes: Honesty in confronting issues often makes restoration possible, whereas half dishonest failure to name things leaves untended wounds which fester and, even in apparent reconciliation, the pain will be disruptive and is frequently destructive for all. Unfortunately Christians have been particularly good at replacing honest open love with being nice. 

I think that little paragraph really gives us the key to today’s passage.  The thing that probably shouts out to us from these verses is the idea of excommunicating someone – but that isn’t, I suggest, the core message of either Matthew or Jesus here.  The theme that is being developed is that of Restoration.  

So how do we contextualise today’s reading?  

Well - it’s preceded by The Parable of The Lost Sheep.  The shepherd wants the sheep back in the fold and goes to great lengths to make that happen.  

However you interpret this parable its central message is about never giving up on people – a picture of the way God treats us and a challenge for the way we might treat others.

And then these verses are bookended by Jesus words to Peter encouraging him to long and work for forgiveness within human relationships – don’t just forgive seven times but seventy times seven.  Keep on holding the door open.

But maybe the best way to deal with these verses is simply to remember how Jesus actually dealt with Gentiles and Tax Collectors himself.

What he seems to be advocating seems reasonable – his argument, already accepted as a norm in Jewish society, is that disagreements should be faced person to person with a gradation that can be employed if the process breaks down at any point.  The ultimate context is to come before the assembly, the congregation, the church.  And if that fails treat them like Gentiles and Tax Collectors.

But this isn’t vindictive, triumphalistic talk by Jesus.  

And perhaps it was premature of me to describe the church meeting as the ultimate context.  Because the ultimate context is actually the way Jesus dealt with Gentiles and Tax Collectors - and he kept on loving them, speaking to them, including them in and going out like a Good Shepherd to gather them back to the flock.  The model being laid down here is to keep the door of what might be pain filled honesty, tough love and the hope of forgiveness open.  

I read this and then I remember the way I wrote that angry email after a tense meeting – and I wonder if I need a ‘don’t send’ button on my computer.

I read this and I remember the way I spoke unkindly of a person who did nothing more than disagree with my point of view and I wonder if I’ve lost sight of what it means to be in the body of Christ.

On Friday a group of us Baptist Ministers met together for our book discussion group at Hitchin.  We have been reading a collection of The Pope’s sermons – now that’s ecumenism for you!  And what struck us most was how down to earth these homilies were – and here’s a question that Pope Francis asked in one of them:

Do I increase harmony in my family, in my parish, in my community, or am I a gossip?  Am I a cause of division or embarrassment?  And you know the harm that gossiping does to the Church.  Gossip wounds.  Before Christians open their mouths to gossip, they should bite their tongue!  To bite one’s tongue; this does us good because the tongue swells and can longer speak, cannot gossip.

We all thought it might be a rather good idea to invite the Pope to next year’s Baptist Assembly!

The point of today’s reading is not excommunication.  If we have read it like that maybe we have read it too quickly.

The point is restoration.  It’s about a church, a community or a family facing issues with honesty rather than brushing them under the carpet – seeking the understanding and help of others in that process – and then facing the consequences that the community deems appropriate.  But, says Jesus, temper your judgements with mercy and do everything in your power to keep the door open so that restoration and reconciliation remain an active possibility.  And model it all on the way he tried to get alongside Gentiles and Tax Collectors.

And as we eat bread and drink wine this morning – might we not also want to acknowledge with grateful thanksgiving that this is exactly the way God treats us – with amazing and generous grace.

I began this sermon reflecting on the harshness of church life in the 18th century – well perhaps I need to balance that with a quote from a Nottingham minister, Richard  Hopper in 1778 as he talks about The Duties of Church Members.

This is what he wrote to his congregation: We as members of a church of Christ, ought to have servant love to each other, without this all connections are uncomfortable, in order to promote this peace we should study each others tempers and dispositions, and see it as an incumbent duty to give up many little points for the sake of peace ...

Two hundred and thirty six years later we still need to hear those words, and more importantly put them into practice – in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Ian Green Amersham 6th September 2014

