
 
 

 

Psalm 46 
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Matthew 18:15-20                     September 10, 2017 

“Work it Out” 

 

One of the most profoundly powerful parts of being a follower of Jesus is this: 

 

In Jesus, the power of God with us became flesh. 

 

Jesus was God walking around in skin and God interacting with creation in skin 

and so very powerfully to me, Jesus was God being in relationship in skin. 

 

With other skin people. 

 

Jesus did so much teaching - he taught so many “Life Hacks” as we are calling 

this fall’s theme - so many ways of living in skin in such a way that we live and 

share peace. 

 

And who doesn’t long for the living and sharing of peace? 

 

Today’s lesson is crucially important.  It is a lesson about how it is we handle 

disagreements. 

 

Jesus knew well that whenever two or more are gathered in one place there 

will be …conflict.  It’s inevitable. 

 

And somehow, we act like conflict is bad and shouldn't happen so we find it 

surprising and terrifying and when it happens we can sometimes be tempted to 

flat-out run from it - in our homes, in our churches, in our work places and in our 

very selves. 

 

This morning’s reading from Matthew 18 is so pivotal that it is included in the 

Leadership Board’s Guiding Principles. 

 

Why?  Because when we cannot engage across our differences - if differences 

frighten us or cause us to dig into our rightness or if differences offend us - we 



are losing some of the juiciest bits of learning we could ask for.  We must trust 

each other enough to disagree with each other in order to find a fulsome truth. 

 

I’m pleased to share with you that at the Leadership Board we disagree with 

each other.  And we do better and more honest work because of our ability to 

disagree with each other. 

 

Jesus knew how important it is to acknowledge and own the challenges of 

conflict avoidance. 

 

And he taught this, as well: 

 

That when we become kin in Christ we name that relationship as more 

important than our fear of conflict and disagreement.   

 

When we are kin in Christ we trust that the bond we share together is stronger 

than our need to be right and we sit together and learn from each other. 

 

I am told that the Contemporary Issues class here at church was born of just 

such a desire:  That in that class - and I would hope, in this church - we can 

disagree with each other about crucial things without being disagreeable. 

 

We can bring our most pertinent questions and dreams and passions to this 

shared space in Christ Jesus and know that here we can trust each other 

enough to disagree with each other. 

 

And get this.  Jesus teaches that when a bump in relationship happens, it is up 

to the person who feels hurt or offended or bumped into to tell the other person 

of the hurt in order that they might work together to repair the hurt. 

 

I don’t know about you. 

 

I was not taught how to do conflict. 

 

What I was taught was that conflict was bad and that if I felt hurt there was 

nothing for it but to push that hurt into a deep dark shame-and-angry-swirling-

place where it could grow and grow.   

 

Maybe if I felt that hurt deeply enough I might tell someone else about it - oh, 

there is sport in that! -  trusting that maybe they would join me in outrage about 

the person who hurt me and, well, you know how that works.  We are all in 

recovery from Jr High, right? 

 



But here is what Jesus knew well:  Not dealing with conflict in healthy ways 

works to destroy my own well-being and the well-being of the community I am 

with and it does nothing to heal relationships. 

 

Nothing. 

 

And there is more!  Here is a kicker!  Jesus teaches that if someone hurts me it is 

up to ME to go to that person and tell them of the hurt.   

 

It’s not up to me to sulk or pull away or wait for someone to notice my distress. 

 

It is up to me to summon the courage to name my distress because my 

relationship with that person and our being kin in the way of Jesus is bigger than 

my own fear and sense of vulnerability. 

 

Jesus teaches that living in his way means that I must summon the courage to 

directly talk to those who have bumped into my vulnerable self. 

 

Because, Jesus says, the presence of God’s heart is present especially in such a 

time. 

 

Hear this teaching from Matthew 18: 15 - 20 (Read from The Message) 

 

 

 

I am reading a most amazing book. (Someone asked me on Friday if every 

book I read is amazing.  No, they are not). 

 

But this book, this book is a life changer. 

 

It is called The Anatomy of Peace: Resolving the Heart of Conflict written by the 

Arbinger Institute. 

 

The book was suggested to me because I am in a group of clergy who has 

covenanted to pray together about the future of the United Methodist Church 

and the snarl around full inclusion in the church. 

 

So, I picked it up.  I have taken many classes and read lots of books around 

conflict management. 

 

Why?  Because I work with people.  In churches.  And churches somehow have 

this crazy notion that there won’t be conflict and if there is conflict in the 

church there is something wrong. 



 

If there isn’t conflict, I worry a bit.  Because real things aren’t being grappled 

with. 

 

So.  I read yet another book on conflict. 

 

I didn’t expect to be so moved. 

 

The premise of the book is that there are two approaches to human 

interactions: 

 

There are those who perceive that they are interacting with things. 

 

And there are those who perceive they are interacting with people. 

 

You know which one is more effective.  Not a one of us wants to be treated as 

a “thing” and we don’t want to believe that we ever treat others in ways that 

they would perceive that we are treating them as “things”. 

 

But we do it.  To individuals and to whole populations of people. 

 

When we treat others as things, we are not following our better natures, and 

that sets us up for what the Arbinger Institute calls “a heart at war”. 

 

When our heart is at war, we will do whatever internal gymnastics we can to 

justify our feeling that others deserve to be treated as intractable impediments 

to our sense of what is right or should be. 

 

You can see this justification in the news and you can hear it in conversations 

and you can hear it in the honesty of your heart, can’t you? 

 

We justify our feelings of animosity or judgement of others and stay in that 

place where peace is not and Jesus is teaching us that that place is no place 

for those who seek to share the peace that passes understanding. 

 

Jesus offers instead a way to practice the peace of encountering other human 

beings as sacred, breathing, loving, flawed, crucial and precious people -  

people like you who have dreams and aches and longings to be known and 

loved. 

 

So what Jesus teaches is that when someone bumps into us or hurts us or makes 

us feel misunderstood or wronged, we are called to see them not as someone 



we want to push as far away from us as we can, but rather, as someone with 

whom we share a crucial bond.  

 

We share the heart of Jesus. 

 

So, because we are connected in such a powerful way, we are called to tell 

each other when hurt occurs.  Not in an accusatory way, but in the way of one 

human being to another human being. 

 

If that doesn’t work.  If we still don’t feel heard or if our hearts are not feeling at 

peace, we are taught by Jesus to invite someone else into the time of hearing 

and listening. 

 

We don’t invite that person in order that they choose sides, but to help each 

person know that they are being heard. 

 

If the issue is still deeply unresolved, we are taught by Jesus to bring it to the 

church.  Not in the Christians in the arena wrestling lions way, but in the way of 

acknowledging that we have an issue deeper than we can handle with three, 

and we need help beyond what we have been able to access. 

 

This isn’t about shame or blame. 

 

It is about being passionately committed to maintaining a sense of each 

person as sacred and precious and tender and irreplaceable and an 

awareness that relationships are the stuff of life and they matter.  So as a 

community in Christ, we commit to hanging in there with each other.  We 

breathe and summon the courage to open, as Rev. Steve Garnaas-Holmes 

names them, the protected places where our hurts lie. 

 

The gist of all of this is that you cannot deal and heal through conflict if you are 

not willing to unpack it with those with whom you have the conflict. 

 

Hearts at war - hearts that seek justification for bitterness and discord and 

continued resentment - each of us can choose to walk in a way that denies our 

better selves. 

 

Or, we can lean into the promises of Jesus.  Love is bigger and better and 

reconciliation with self and creation make for peaceful hearts and that is the 

only way we can hope for a peaceful family and church and world. 

 

We choose. 

 



What this does to us and our ability to be Jesus here and now is incalculable. 

 

If we know that in this place or in our homes or in our work places that those in 

community will tell us if we hurt or act in ways that feel others are being treated 

as other than human, we become free from hyper-vigilance and we can bring 

our whole selves into life. 

 

And if you know that you are welcome as a human in the places you find 

yourself - all of you - and that any ways you might bump into others won’t result 

in gossip or resentment, but will result honest naming of the hurt, face to face 

where healing happens?  

 

Well, you might just feel safe enough to bring your whole skin-on holy self into 

the world God has given you to savor. 

 

Is that a life hack, this living of wholeness, especially through the soul growth 

challenge of conflict? 

 

Well yes, I believe it is. 

 

Amen 

 


