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                 The Don’t Send Button

 Today’s gospel from Matthew 18 is a tricky piece of sacred text for us.  As it’s on the subject of Church discipline and relations. For Jesus rarely spoke of the Church, yet by the time of Matthew’s gospel it was probably coming up for its half century.  Plenty of time, then, for some lived experience to break into this first book of the New Testament with Matthew offering some wise instruction on how churches might deal with conflict.

And perhaps the very fact that we find these verses in the Bible tempers our own view of Church.  For we are a very human institution.  Contrary to the idealistic view that churches are filled with super humans, constantly saint like and living a holy life, well, we are, by and large, an ordinary bunch of people with ordinary foibles and failings, seeking to be followers of Jesus.  And sometimes we drop the ball!  And at those moments, those very human moments, there can be conflict.

But Jesus not only knew this he lived it. He lived a life that at times, like ours seemed contradictory and non sensical.  He loved the Temple so much that as a boy he lingered there amongst the Elders rather than going home to Nazareth with mum and dad.  Yet, later in life he became the fiercest critic of the Temple leaders.  He loved his mother, and she loved him to the point of being there at the end, by the foot of the cross.  Yet for a time the other members of his family thought him mad and tried to silence him.  Jesus knew conflict.

So, in the light of Jesus’ experience of life and Matthew’s experience of Church, perhaps the first thing to say is that in the cut of thrust of the everyday, when strong opinions are held, conflict comes our way and we have to meet it – and that’s where today’s verses help us.

Verse 15 gets us going and says if we have an issue with someone – speak to them about it.  

Don’t gossip about that person but chat with them.  

Sometimes it’s right to send an email – but I’ve often thought every keyboard should have a ‘Don’t Send’ button.  Because often a face-to-face chat is much better, simply because we get much more information that way.  We hear a person’s tone, see their passion or concern and then follow through where the discussion leads.

Maybe that was the difference between two somewhat hot-headed disciples: Judas and Peter.  It’s clear as the gospel progresses that Judas is moving further away from Jesus, developing his own agenda and becoming frustrated with Jesus and his.  Yet, there is no record of a conversation between them.  No opportunity, it seems, for robust yet helpful dialoguing.  Maybe that’s why Judas ends up as one of the saddest disciples.

So what about Peter? Well, he is different.  He gets it wrong repeatedly and the gospels are full of his mistakes and even his run ins with Jesus.  And yet they talk.  And in the talking a truer understanding emerges for Peter.  It saves him from himself, these talks with Jesus mould him and he is a better seeker after truth because of them.  As Maureen Lipman used to say in the 1980’s British Telecom advert: It’s good to talk.

And yet sometimes an issue can’t be contained just within a private conversation and Matthew 18 acknowledges that there are moments for the wider community to come to a common, or at least a majority mind, on an issue.  So, there’s this famous escalation of actions here: first speak to the person alone, then take a couple of others along, and finally if the issue is left unresolved bring it to the whole congregation.  

I wonder if Matthew had in mind here an ancient Rabbinical saying that we should never judge alone.  For the Rabbis said only God could do that, we need to seek more than just a counsel of one, we need each other to come to a wiser conclusion.

For many years the headquarters of the Baptist Union was Baptist Church House in Southampton Row, Holborn.  I remember having the guided tour whilst in my final year in Theological College.  We were taken to one room and told we couldn’t go in because it was being used by ACAS – the organisation founded in the mid 70s to bring about dialogue and conflict resolution, especially in industry.  It seemed so appropriate, that in a Baptist building in which people believed in the Congregational principle of the Church Meeting when a local church gathers together to share information and make joint decisions under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, that one of their rooms should be let out to ACAS – so that talking, discussion and coming together could take place.

Yet, of course, there is a responsibility with Congregationalism.  It’s the hope that once a Church Meeting has made a decision after open debate and prayerful reflection, those who might have lost the motion will be able to accept the majority view, and those in the majority will be kind and thoughtful towards those who thought differently.  We call it Church Discipline, but it’s really just another way of loving each other!

Today’s passage ends with those often-quoted words: For where two or three meet together in my name, I am there among them.  In a day and age of falling congregations that seems very comforting and that’s because we usually read these words as meaning when we come together in worship.  That’s understandable because of the idea that in corporate worship our longing is that together, as a community, we might be conscious of the presence of God.

Yet, these verses are not primarily about worship but conflict.  They present us with, what many of us might feel is a counter cultural faith idea, that God is not just present in inspiring worship but also in difficult conversations.  Perhaps we don’t look forward to such moments, yet these encounters when words are spoken freely and honestly by two or three folk coming together prayerfully, then, says Matthew, God is there and light may shine.

Now, perhaps the best clue that some of the words in Matthew 18 might belong more to Matthew’s way of thinking than Jesus is the way verse 17 ends: if he will nor even listen to the congregation, then treat him as you would a pagan or a tax collector.

That all seems alarmingly reminiscent of Faber’s hymn we often sing There’s a wideness in God’s mercy…and the line But we make his love too narrow by false limits of our own, and we magnify his strictness with a zeal he will not own.

Matthew uses Tax Collectors as the ultimate condemnation, but Jesus actually didn’t do that!  Jesus didn’t treat Tax Collectors with distain.  Think about his encounter with Zachaeus. For, again and again, we are told Jesus even took meals with tax gathers and sinners.

I’ve detected over the years that sometimes a theological idea works best if it can be spoken of using a simple phrase or picture that lingers in the mind and lodges itself in our hearts.

I encountered that here in talking to a member of the congregation, no longer with us, who opened up to me about the difficulties she was encountering with a family member.  She longed for a reconciliation, but none came, instead she said so I just keep the door ajar that’s all I can do.

Well, I thought it was a very great deal.  It was her way of seeking to forgive 70x70 – but she used the phrase, which helped her – and me – of living in a way that kept the door ajar.

Surely a question resulting from today’s theme is about whether these verses are ultimately about conflict that ends in punishment or restoration.  There are a number of paths here, sometimes they necessarily diverge and at other times they converge.  There is justice which does mean that sometimes the outcome of conflict is punishment.  And then there is mercy which means often time, with lots of prayer, reflection, talking and listening, a way through conflict is found that leads to restoration.

So, I have this idea in my mind as I close this morning.  If I had chosen a different route and been a church architect, what images would I have wanted a church to consider on their walls.  Images that would speak a message about what it is to be Church, and what type of community we long to build here.

What images would you select? Answers on a postcard!

I have two, but they wouldn’t be the Ten Commandments and Lord’s Prayer that were often put in Parish Churches either side of the Altar.  Instead, I’d like to offer a church the opportunity to put up some of Paul’s famous poem about love in 1 Corinthians 13, especially the line love keeps no records of wrongs…

And the second, and most important one would be a stained glass window, a mural or pulpit fall, showing that moment in the Prodigal Son when he is embraced upon his arrival home by a loving and forgiving father with arms outstretched.  These two had known such bitter, heart-breaking conflict, yet the father had kept that door ajar – and one day a wayward son walked through it. A moment not for recrimination but restoration.

An image I’d love to see every Sunday in church – because it would constantly remind me of how Jesus wants me to treat those with whom I’m worshipping, in the hope too, that they would treat me in the same way.  

May it be so, in the name of God who is Eternal Love, Word made Flesh and Breath of Life.  Amen

Ian Green, Amersham, 2nd September 2026      
