A STRATEGY FOR RECONCILIATION
Scriptures: Matthew 18:15-22; 18:10-14

For many generations of Christians this scrippassage has been like a manual on
church discipline. This is especially true becanisen omission in verse 15. Look at verse 15
in your pew Bible. It says, “If another membertloé church sins against you,” and after the
words “against you” there is a footnote. The fadénexplains that some of the oldest Greek
manuscripts of the Bible omit the words “againgi.yoThus it would read, “If another member
of the church sins [at all!], go and point out fhalt.”

Some of our Presbyterian ancestors were reallynibagthis. Lately | have been reading
quite a bit about John Calvin, the reformer whalelsshed the first Presbyterian style church in
Geneva, Switzerland. John Calvin was so serioastahis scripture passage that the consistory
in Geneva, which was like our church session, mfjusummoned people to appear before it to
answer for the sins they had committed that wdek. example, in 1548 a young man named
Jean Frochet was summoned because he had bedmasgemy around with a bunch of bums
who spent most of their day drinking. This youngmwas summoned before the equivalent of
our church session and told to go home, obey henps and clean up his act. Another man, a
hatmaker named Marquet, was summoned because It teglwife during a marital dispute.
Calvin personally called this guy on the carpdtramt of the whole council and told him never
to treat his wife that way again (Herman J. Seldsrldohn Calvin: A Pilgrim’s Lifep. 124).

I'm telling you, we could have much more excitgsgssion meetings if we pursued this
scripture passage the way Calvin did. But themwmeinto other scripture passages from the
Gospel of Matthew, like Matthew 7:1 where Jesusdeifinsays, “Do not judge, so that you may
not be judged.” There is also the parable Betsay tast week about the field that was planted
with wheat and weeds, and the owner said, “Livénthe weeds.” Jesus clearly told his
disciples not to go around trying to root out b# tveeds, all the sinners, from the church,
because if they did they would also tear out afdahe wheat. So what are we to do with this
scripture passage which seems to suggest thay dlaurch member sins we should haul them
before the church and kick them out if they doeftent?

The key to this scripture passage is relationshifgt is why most Greek manuscripts of
this scripture passage include the words “agaiost yn verse 15 and all the manuscripts quote
Peter saying in verse 21, “Lord, if another menddaghe church sins against me, how often
should | forgive?” This scripture passage is romid going around and finding sinners to haul
before the session. It is about reconciling brateationships in the church family, or even in
our own families. In Greek verse 15 says literdiliy your brothersins against you, go and
point out the fault.” Admittedly the word “brotHds often used in the Bible for a brother or
sister in the church family, but it can also megreesonal brother or sister. This scripture is
about reconciling broken relationship whether iniyown family or in the church family.

To that end I think there are five principles tivat can learn from this scripture passage.
| call them strategies for reconciliation.



Principle #1: Take the initiativeThis principle is at the heart of the parabléhef lost
sheep that we heard in our first scripture lessbime shepherd does not wait for the sheep to
come back. The shepherd does not cross his aninsagn“When that sheep comes back maybe
| will accept him.” The shepherd takes the initiat The shepherd goes looking for the lost
sheep. Likewise, Jesus says, if another memb&eathurch sins against you, don't sit at home
waiting for them to apologize. Go seek them out.

There have been occasions, not a lot thankfully alfew occasions when people have
quit coming to our church because of somethingd sadid. In some cases | knew what it was,
and | tried to apologize or at least explain, amahatimes that helped and sometimes it didn't.
But in some cases | did not realize | had hurt swree | did not know how my words or actions
had affected them. | needed them to come andll

| realize that when you have been hurt, reallyt,iaryou the wrong is so obvious you
cannot imagine how anyone could miss it. But il am here to tell you that sometimes we
miss it. Sometimes the people who have hurt yonadaealize what they have done. That's
why Jesus says, “Go.” Take the initiative. Do wait for the other person to come to you.

Principle #2: Confront directly but sensitivelyesus says, “Go and point out of the fault
when the two of you are alone.” In other wordsy'ttalk about people behind their back; talk
to them face to face. Reconciliation happens r@mnwou talkaboutpeople but when you talk
to them directly.

Ah, but how you talk to them is important. Jesags, “Go and point out the fault when
the two of you are alone.” The point of talkinga®@ople alone is to avoid embarrassing them or
putting them on the spot, to lessen their defemggs. Jesus never tells us to avoid confronting
people. | would say that both of the people whatmJCalvin confronted—both the young man
who was hanging out with drunks and the man wholtitakis wife—they needed to be
confronted. But how it is done makes a difference.

At this point allow me to make a pastoral suggestiThis is not in the Bible, but I think
it applies to this principle. When you confrontreeone who has hurt you, it is best not to make
sweeping objective statements. Do not say, “Yotags " or even worse “You area "
Such statements invite defensiveness. If yousayderson, “You are a jerk,” they will respond,
“l am not a jerk; you are a jerk.” How far doestthat you? But if you say to a person, “When
you do , it makes me feel this way or it dbésto me"—if you take the focus off the
person’s character and on to the way their actadfest you—it changes the dynamic of the
conversation. It forces the person to responto goncerns instead of some prosecutorial
judgment on their character.

But sometimes that does not work either, whichdsime to Principle #3: When stuck in
a stalemate, get help from othefBhis is my loose paraphrase of verse 16 whexeslgays,
“But if you are not listened to, take one or twbhers with you, so that every word may be
confirmed by the evidence of two or three witnessa@dis sounds almost like a trial, like you
are conducting some kind of hearing before thei@es®8ut that is not the idea, at least not at
this point. At this point the matter is still pate. But even in the struggles of a private




relationship it helps sometimes to bring in anotienson as a reality check, a way of helping
each of you see the situation through differenseyehis is where counselors can be helpful,
occasionally even pastors. An outside person eimboth of you see aspects of the situation
you may have missed.

But even that may not work, so we come to Primcifl: Learn when to let go and let
God. This is my rather loose paraphrase of verse 1 Thé offender refuses to listen even to the
church, let such a one be to you as a Gentile da® eollector.” This sounds like “shunning™—
the process used in some Christian groups to ledple out of their church and exclude them
from any social contact. But interestingly, trehbt how Jesus treated Gentiles and tax
collectors. Jesus regularly ate with tax collestmd on several occasions gave healing to
Gentiles. Jesus did not shun Gentiles or tax colis, so he cannot mean that we should shun
the people who don't listen to us.

But he does mean this: he means that you canntbterhat other people do. That is
my most frequently repeated mantra in pastoral selimg: you cannot control what other people
do; you can only control what you do. You can heagat to people, you can talk to people, you
can even seek counseling and invite them to go yath but you cannot make them reconcile.
In those situations you have to let go. You haveéd what you know is right, what you know is
faithful to God, whether the other person doesatr n

But even then you are not helpless, which bringgarPrinciple #5: Keep prayingn
verse 19 Jesus says, “Again, truly | tell youwibtof you agree on earth about anything you ask,
it will be done for you by my Father in heaven.'n€@ again Jesus suggests bringing someone
else into the situation with you. He does nottbay you have to put it on the prayer chain. He
does not say you have to announce it during thgepsaof the people. But he invites you to ask
someone to pray with you, again so that you cae laaeality check, another person to help you
make sure you are praying for the right thing.

And here is the promise: God will hear. | am sute | completely understand the part
where Jesus says, “Whatever you bind on earthbeifound in heaven, and whatever you loose
on earth will be loosed in heaven.” | am not duraderstand what that means. But given how
it is followed by the verse about praying, it eidemeans this: it means that when you and
someone else or you and the church family pragdomeone, it will be heard in heaven. The
desire that you have for reconciliation on eartbhared by none other than God.

There is a bumper sticker that says, “l don’trgat], | get even.” | think Jesus would
rather you got mad. Jesus would rather that ydumga and confronted the person who has hurt
you. But then he wants you to let go of gettingrev
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