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Matthew 18:15-20

Jesus takes human conflicts seriously. In the gospel reading from Matthew, we hear a description of how followers of Jesus are to handle conflicts. First by dealing with things one on one and gradually increasing the levels of accountability within the community. Biblical scholars like Nicolas Schaser tell a story of how Jesus’ discourse is rooted in the Law from Deuteronomy and Leviticus, an older form of conflict management. Human conflict is not a new thing! In the Law in Hebrew scripture there were guardrails put around severe punishments extending to capital punishment. Laws were in place in part to limit revenge. Phrases like, “an eye for an eye” suggested that the person seeking retribution could not take two eyes. 
The conflict resolution Jesus proposes is Matthew, offers us guidance to Christians today as well. I actually got to put in place some of Jesus’ recommendations just the other day in the church office. Someone had called the office asking about queer-affirming churches and left a message with Skylar. I called back the number and left a voicemail six weeks ago or more. I was about to throw out the piece of paper and decided I would call the number one more time. Still no answer so I left a voicemail and immediately the phone rang. This guy called back. Turns out he wasn’t looking for a queer-affirming church home. He was wanting to talk to a queer-affirming pastor for me to explain how I could be queer-affirming as a Christian. I have had plenty of these kinds of conversations and I try to meet people where they are. This young man is a Roman Catholic who is trying to wrap his mind around how we can both espouse doctrinal Christian positions on the one hand and in his mind, be queer-affirming which he sees as incompatible.


	One tactic I recommend is bringing the conflict back to someone’s own front door. He positioned the conversation as though putting me and my faith on trial. I instead turned things around, talking about how I feel I have more in common theologically with Pope Leo and some of his teachings on AI, care for creation, and nods to kindness towards queer people, than many pastors and leaders in the Protestant camp. The Christian right is predominantly Protestant, leading us to hell in a hand basket, while Pope Leo is offering pause, theological clarity, empathy, and being a bolder Christlike leader than many Christian leaders in the world. I argued that from that position as Lutherans we already share the vast majority of Christian convictions in common with the Pope and Roman Catholics. We use the same Revised Common Lectionary, we use the Roman rite in Sunday worship each week. And within the Roman Catholic tradition their dozens upon dozens of diversity in theological opinions and thoughts. So the “problem” of diversity is already at this guy’s doorstep. Before he asks me to defend myself, he needs to figure out who he is within a diverse Christian tradition that offers competing interpretations on scripture, Christian tradition, and today’s political context. From this starting point we share much in common and he is already making interpretative choices. I suggest we don’t have that much to argue about. If he is still worried about queer Christians, then he need only look at the gospels and how Jesus talks about building community, that his followers should follow him and not be divided amongst themselves. Jesus continually resolves conflict by siding and advocating with the least in our midst, those who have endured the most suffering, those enduring the most pain. Queer Christians have been ostracized both by the dominant Christian tendency of queerphobia and also get questioned by members of the queer community wary of a judgmental Christian tradition. So there is no contest that Jesus is walking alongside queer people. In any case we ended the conversation on a good note, he wished me God’s blessing and I did the same. He said I was among the few queer-affirming pastors he talked to who hadn’t cussed him out or gotten angry at him. Again finding the common ground is key. Emphasizing what divides us and what we disagree about will not yield any victory. Jesus desires unity in the body of Christ. And to the degree we can aim toward that without compromising our faith and ethics, unity is desirable. Following Jesus’ own recommendations in Matthew, first resolve the conflict one-on-one when possible. And you never know when a conflict can turn into a win-win. Conflicts do not need to escalate, they can lead to fruitful conversation and community building.
	Within the congregation we also have a diversity of views on things. Even within the liturgy each of us is going to interpret each prayer, creed, communion, hymn, and scripture reading differently. Here we are together in a shared worship event and we’ll all tell a different story about what we are experiencing. So maybe it’s not a surprise that conflicts arise, that differences of perspectives arise. And the thing that holds us together is being grounded in the gospel of Jesus Christ. We can disagree even strongly on theological grounds and still be siblings in Christ. But even with Jesus there is accountability and boundaries. There are conflicts that positions that are too toxic or harming that someone cannot stay within community. And we have all experienced that within our own lives. Sometimes we have friends, family or acquaintances we simply grow distant from because we have less in common. Sometimes people just grow apart. Other times we need to draw a hard boundary between us and someone who is being harmful. And that happens with communities as well. If someone is engaging in malicious behaviour that needs to be addressed directly. Otherwise the risk of harm to the whole community and vulnerable individuals becomes too great. Churches as a whole don’t have a great track record on directly addressing harm within a community. That is why we need to take such threats seriously and deal with them directly when they arise. 
	The last verse in the gospel reading is among the greatest hits of the New Testament. Jesus says, “For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.” This is a great segue-way from resolving conflict in community to building community in Christ. Jesus’ words fly in the face of the past decades of church growth consulting and books. 
Jesus doesn’t say wherever there is a mega church I am there among them. He says where two or three are gathered. Jesus reminds us that community begins small. And the small is beautiful. In Canada we often talk ourselves down. We say things like, “the Lutheran church isn’t very big in Canada compared to the US or other parts of the world.” We continually put ourselves down. Part of this is looking backwards with nostalgia to an imagined past. A time when we think things were easier. A time when we were younger. The reality for a lot of Lutheran churches in Canada is that in recent years, congregations have become more diverse and richer as a result. In the past a lot of Lutheran churches worshipped exclusively in languages like Swedish or German that included a small swath of the population. Where two or three are gathered is a reminder that this can include anyone – not just those who are the same as us. 
	At the ELCIC national convention in Winnipeg last year, a Lutheran bishop-elect from Palestine said, “I hear Canadian Lutherans talking about how small their church is. In Palestine our church is much smaller, we have few resources, and we are seen as world leaders. You have many resources. Christ is doing much in your presence.” This was a reminder to us all, that Christ is doing much in our midst. So too in the BC Synod, the smallest of the synods in Canada. And here on Vancouver Island, where we only have a handful of Lutheran churches. Jesus said two or three is enough! We have enough. The Holy Spirit is in our midst and that is all we need. We don’t need to wait until we pass a certain threshold. We don’t have to do things the way anyone else does things. We are doing our own things at Church of the Cross and that’s great!


	In closing a poem by Wendell Berry as we mark these Sundays in Care for Creation. It is a poem that speaks to the anxiety that arises out of conflict and a reminder of the Spirit’s presence in creation:
The Peace of Wild Things

When despair for the world grows in me
and I wake in the night at the least sound
in fear of what my life and my children’s lives may be,
I go and lie down where the wood drake
rests in his beauty on the water, and the great heron feeds.
I come into the peace of wild things
who do not tax their lives with forethought
of grief. I come into the presence of still water.
And I feel above me the day-blind stars
waiting with their light. For a time
I rest in the grace of the world, and am free.

Know that Christ is with you in conflict. Who knows maybe the Spirit is stirring something productive from a hard conversation. Trust that Jesus is in our midst where two or three are gathered. And that the quiet of creation is a place of peace. Amen. 
	
