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 `Psalm 149: 1-5                    “To Tell the Truth…”                             R.P.C. 
Matthew 18:15-20                                                             September 7, 2014 
                                        Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
 
    Centuries ago, Aristotle said that human beings are primarily social animals. In 
other words, God has created all of us to be together, to crave fellowship with 
one another. 
    It is clear that this principle certainly applies to the Christian faith, for Jesus 
called not just isolated individuals, but a group of disciples. It is as if his way of 
salvation is too difficult, too demanding and too wonderful to go it alone. We 
must have others to encourage us in this faith and give us help in unveiling and 
practicing this faith. 
    But having said that, we have to be honest – it isn’t always easy to be part of a 
group. Just try to be a member of a sports team, a club, or even a Christian 
congregation – We will quickly discover that we often experience stress in a 
group. There is inevitably conflict, competitiveness, power plays, and all sorts of 
difficulties that come with being part of a group of human beings.  In a group, we 
not only experience fellowship, solidarity, protection, comfort and 
encouragement, but we also experience all the negative aspects of group 
dynamics.  So it is no wonder that some people just want to be left alone! 
    For example, there is an old story about the preacher who introduced a 
member of his congregation to another pastor. “This woman is a wonderful 
Christian who has been a member of the choir for nearly 30 years,” remarked the 
pastor. The other preacher exclaimed, “30 years a member of the choir and still a 
Christian?” “Now that IS amazing!”  Unfortunately the same thing could be said 
about 30 years of participation in most any other group within a church. It takes a 
lot of patience … and forgiveness…. 
    All of this is because in any human group, including the human group called 
“the church,” people step on one another’s toes. People say things that hurt other 
group member’s feelings, and do things that cause others to be in pain. So many 
times the wrong that we do to others in a congregation is of the unintentional 
variety – we don’t mean to….  And yet, even though the wrong is unintentional, it 
is still painful.  So how do we maintain our unity and love for one another after we 
have hurt one another? 
    Fortunately, in today’s Gospel account, Jesus tells us how we can live together 
as a group of people in his name. If another person in the church has sinned 
against us (which surely happens to everyone at one time or another), we should 
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go alone to that person and point out the perceived fault that as occurred. If the 
other person receives this truth and asks forgiveness, we are to forgive. 
    But by going alone first, there are two added advantages: First, we can let the 
person know how the one offended perceived the hurt by means of “I” 
statements, like “I felt like my opinions and feelings were being discounted.” Or, 
“I was surprised and/or hurt by what was said.” Secondly, the “offending” person 
is given a chance to explain and clarify, and it just might be that we have 
misunderstood their intentions after all. 
    But if the offending person refuses to acknowledge wrong, explain or ask for 
forgiveness, then we are to share the dispute before just “one or two others.” 
Then if there is still no resolution, we are to share it with the whole church. The 
church is then to work for reconciliation between the offended party and the one 
allegedly causing the offense. 
    In the Presbyterian Church (USA)’s Book of Order a whole process has been laid 
out for solving such disputes should they get serious enough; we call it “The Rules 
of Discipline.” I surmise we have such a process in place because we have had 
conflicts between people in the past, and we apparently expect more in the 
future – such is the nature of living and working in groups – even in the 
Presbyterian Church. It is also likewise why our “Rules of Discipline” is 14 chapters 
long, with 51 pre-suggested forms for following a judicial process. So, even our 
major battles are supposed to be done “decently and in order.” 
    But why should Jesus urge us to be so open with our pain and anger with one 
another? Why should we be that honest and truthful? Wouldn’t the more 
charitable thing be to simply not mention the fault and hope that the other 
person forgets about it too? After all, we don’t want to appear to be too touchy 
or easily offended, do we? 
    But then, what happens to that unexpressed hurt and resentment in us? 
Doesn’t it usually “morph” and grow into unresolved anger that seethes below 
the surface, tainting and straining the relationship between the two people? 
    Every pastor of a church I know has had the experience of receiving an 
“orientation” to his or her new congregation after receiving a call. As a part of 
that orientation, someone reports some painful, difficult division or near-division 
that occurred in the congregation. The details of the painful conflict are 
recounted in great detail, often with names being mentioned as to ‘who was on 
what side.’ The new pastor then asks in all innocence, “When did this terrible 
controversy and conflict occur?” Then comes the typical response, “Oh let’s see. I 
guess it was about … 30 or 40 years ago.”  
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    What? A wound suffered so long ago, still causing pain?  It happens more often 
than you may think in a church.  And it probably happens when a church refuses 
to obey the process that Jesus outlines here for being reconciled to one another 
in our text for today. 
    So before we accuse Jesus of being to “touchy-feely” here, consider that Jesus 
might have had a higher definition of “church” than we do. Here Jesus portrays a 
community that empowers those who have perceived themselves as having been 
wronged, to confront the perpetrators of the wrong -      In other words, to stand 
up and speak honestly to the hurt - standing up not only for themselves, but also 
for the greater vision of community than that under which we often operate. 
    Furthermore, as people ‘who were lost, but now are found’ - people who have 
sinned and been forgiven by God - we ought to be the sort of people who can be 
told by a sister or brother, when we have wronged someone else without hating 
the other person for confronting us with the fault we have committed, be it 
knowingly or unknowingly. For so often the fault that the other has committed is 
not just a fault against one person…. If not addressed, it may “morph” into a fault 
against the whole church. Therefore, if one-on-one doesn’t work, nor does 
another private attempt witnessed by one or two others, we are to bring the 
issue before the whole church, because, in a sense, the life and death of the 
whole church is at stake. 
    So, let there be a church that refuses to let there be any festering, simmering 
grievances; a community that refuses to simply ignore the fault; let there be a 
community that tells the truth, instead of keeping everything cheerful and 
superficial, and acts as if nothing wrong ever happens. 
    Dorothy Day, writing in The Long Loneliness, says we can never be satisfied with 
the church as it is, and yet we cannot abandon the church as it is. Quoting 
Romano Guardini, she further asserts: ‘The church is the cross on which Christ 
was crucified.” “And yet Christ is never separate from his cross.” “…so we must 
live with a sort of permanent dissatisfaction with the church.’” 
    Jesus put us here in the church – a countercultural institution that is organized 
differently than the world organizes itself. But by his grace he does not leave us to 
fend for ourselves. He gives us loving, practical instructions for how to handle 
divisions and offenses in the community that bears his name. Conflict isn’t to be 
ignored, denied, swept under the carpet. It is to be confronted, forced out into 
the open.  In this community we are given the resources to tell the truth to one 
another, and to hear the truth from one another. 
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    The world cannot create, on its own, communities where people care enough 
about each other to share the truth, to bring things out in the open for everyone 
to see. And especially here in the church, we are not only to be the recipients of 
God’s forgiveness, but also those who practice forgiveness with one another. 
    I grew up in what started out as small, suburban congregation where my 
parents were charter members of a new church development. I remember my 
first years there as happy ones, principally because the pastor and people of the 
congregation became some of my closest friends. It was often said to one another 
in that church that “we are a warmhearted, friendly congregation,’” even 
referring to ourselves as “a family church.” That was how we viewed ourselves - 
as a warm, loving and caring family. 
    As I said, that was how WE VIEWED ourselves. But how did the larger 
community view us? That church was in Charlotte, in a part of the segregated 
South. Bussing was a major issue at the time which meant that some blacks were 
going to be bused to some white schools, and some whites would be bused to 
predominantly black schools in attempt to achieve racial equality. 
     It was a divisive issue for the community, and some in our congregation 
wanted to use our new church buildings to start a private school, so as to avoid 
bussing (which of course also meant maintaining segregation.) The Session met 
and voted; the vote was tied, and the pastor cast the deciding vote AGAINST the 
motion to establish a private school…. 
    So much for a “warmhearted, friendly, family congregation.”  It was more like 
“family feud” every Sunday with some members not talking to each other, looking 
at each other with icy stares; others simply left the church. And the pastor?  Well, 
since he cast the deciding vote – not a well kept secret of course - he alienated 
half the congregation, and because of ensuing membership losses, was forced to 
leave within a year.  
    Today I wonder if we would have experienced so much hurt and division if we 
had been wise enough to follow the process Jesus lays out in this passage from 
Matthew. Most of the conflicts about the issue of bussing began as one-on-one; 
but all too soon, folks in the congregation began to “choose sides” and the whole 
church – the body of Christ, mind you - suffered… again! 
    It is so tempting to view our church from the inside out. It is even more 
tempting to view our church through rose-colored glasses, seeing our church as 
we wish it were rather than it really is. 
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    Jesus said, “I am the way, the TRUTH and the life.”  We think of Jesus as The 
WAY, all right – the way for us to get back to God.  And we believe that Jesus is 
the source of life, abundant life.  
    But perhaps we easily overlook that Jesus is the TRUTH.  He embodies the truth 
about God; he embodies the truth about us. And he is “telling us the TRUTH” 
about how to handle our hurts, our disagreement and our conflicts. Yet the truth 
is that we don’t particularly care for the truth! Which makes it all the more 
important for the church to strive to be a community of truth – a place where the 
truth can be told – the truth about us and the truth about God. 
    Thomas E. Frank has criticized the church for our emphasis upon the intellectual 
aspects of faith, so apparent in worship and study, while neglecting the 
significance of fellowship. He says that recent Gallop polls have shown that “well 
over 60% of North Americans do not consider church membership necessary for 
Christian life or faith.” “So,” Frank continues, “modern theology has gotten the 
church it deserves: a voluntary association composed of solitary individuals who 
participate only if it meets their personal needs or strengthens the intellectual 
arguments that will make faith claims plausible. And if one is satisfied and feels no 
particular need, why participate? (Yet) over 90% of North Americans say they 
believe in a higher being anyway.” 
    Frank’s criticism reminds us that Christian discipleship is dependent upon 
where one belongs in addition to what one believes. It is the fellowship of the 
church - its ability to receive new life and to give life to its members - that is an 
important mark of the church.  And that’s telling the truth…. 
    The church is not like any other human group. Sure, we’re like any other human 
group in our squabbles, and in our occasional divisions and arguments, and in the 
cross, hurtful words that can occur between one another. But unlike any other 
human grouping, the church is convened by Christ. We are in the church because 
he called us to come out of our isolation and dared us to be a part of his 
redemptive, reconciling community. 
   But Jesus tells us that he expects us to be a distinctive community, a community 
of the truth. Is that possible for ordinary people like us?  Surely Jesus would not 
have given us this practical instruction in being his church if he had not expected 
us to obey him. Can we be a community of truth - of both telling and hearing the 
truth?  Only God knows…. But with the help of Jesus Christ, we can sure try….. 
                                                                                                                 Amen. 
  


