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“Let’s Talk”

Sermon for Lincoln Park Presbyterian Church

September 4, 2011

Rev. Dr. Christine Vogel

Scriptures:    Matthew 18: 15-20;   Romans 13: 8-12                                                                                                                                 

Please pray with me: Gracious God, open our ears to hear your Word; and bless the meditations in each of our hearts. Tie my tongue to truth that I might faithfully proclaim that Word for us this day.  And may the presence of your Holy Spirit be present with us here.   Amen


Labor Day Weekend – one of our last gasps of the summer, a chance to celebrate and take advantage of a three-day weekend before the church and school year get off and running.  As such, it’s one of the traditionally “low Sundays” of the church year, which makes it a natural weekend to invite a guest preacher.   I appreciate the opportunity to be back at the church where I served as your seminary assistant while studying at McCormick for my Master of Divinity degree (which term, I might point out, is an oxymoron if ever there was one) 

A bit of history:   the celebration of Labor Day emerged out of conflict.   Author Bruce Epperly notes that the holiday was first observed in 1882 by the Central Labor Union of New York;  it became a federal holiday in 1894 in response to the deaths of numerous workers during the Pullman Strike between labor unions and railroads.   During that strike, US marshals and military forces were called in and were responsible for the deaths of many of the striking workers.   In response,  Pres. Grover Cleveland made reconciliation with the labor movement a a major national priority.


Epperly also says that “the Labor movement, often in partnership with Christian leaders, went on to champion many of the rights and benefits we hold dear:  paid holidays, vacations, paid holidays, workers compensation, days off, health insurance, disability and collective bargaining.”
    Labor Day is certainly symbolic, but it also reflects the Bible’s prophetic concern for the laborers, the everyday people, the poor and the vulnerable – the ones with the least access to privilege and power.  Economics and politics matter in the biblical tradition.   What people do, how they live and interact with each other are, at their core, spiritual issues .

In the past several months, we’ve witnessed protests and uprisings among everyday people in Egypt, Tunisia, Syria and Libya, in response to the unjust use of power and privilege by the ruling authorities.  While we here in the US have certainly not been convulsed by the revolutionary violence of persons defying and overthrowing tyrannical rulers,  we have witnessed, in our own “yet to be United States of America  the mangling of our own democratic processes, the attempts to ignore the voices and needs of too many everyday working people and senior citizens, and the seeming brokenness of our two-party system” 
  as wealthy people buy the allegiances of public officials in an increasingly disturbing effort to turn our democratic system into one that serves the few rather than  the many, particularly the least among us.  This conflict in values has led to political brinksmanship, talking at rather than with, failure to listen and a fracturing of community that has been disillusioning– at least to this preacher.  

It’s at odds with Jesus’ understanding of  how we are called to behave  -- as models of those who love and care for one another.   It’s especially perplexing in view of the fact that some of our most vocal  --  and currently visible -- politicians publicly claim a strong faith in Jesus and commend others to believe in him as well.  But given some of their recent behavior, I have to wonder which Jesus they are talking about.   
Surely not the Jesus who commands us to love our neighbors as ourselves, or the Jesus who calls us to make justice real for everyone, or the Jesus who talks to us about the duty of the wealthy to the poor.  And certainly not the Jesus who tells us – in this passage from Matthew -- that we must be ready and willing to speak up when we believe another member of the community has sinned against us.

This isn’t easy, by any means; but it’s our responsibility as faithful members of Christ’s body to work toward unity; and when even one person shows up to protest a course of action, to voice a wrong or question a decision, we should not ignore that one or walk away from the table. Instead, we should enter into dialogue and find our way through the conflict to a resolution that is just and faithful and restorative to the whole body.   

It’s important to realize that Jesus is not speaking here about honest differences of opinion – he is talking about one person sinning against another.   The sins include those named by Paul in the passage we heard from Romans 13, a pithy summation of the Ten Commandments.   But we can also understand sin as any self-serving behavior that breaks the unity of fellowship in Christ.  When we, as members of the church (which is the body of Christ), injure one another, it not just personal – it’s theological, and each step Jesus outlines in this text is undertaken in the hope of healing and restoration.   


According to this passage, being Christian is a serious commitment and a radical new way of life.  It’s definitely not a walk in the park, especially when, at any time, we may be asked to confront a difficult issue that tests our willingness to live up to its commandments.    We like to think of ourselves as peacemakers and reconcilers, but we also know that in difficult situations we can all too easily mutate into conflict avoiders----it’s painful to confront someone who has grieved us or to be confronted by someone who believes that we have sinned against them.   

When Jesus tells us to go to the one who has sinned against us and point out their fault in private, we too often take the easy way out, and bring our grievance elsewhere –talking about it to anyone who will listen – anyone that is, except the person with whom we ought to be in conversation.  Yet our ability to do what Jesus commands is part of what being faithful is all about.  

Living with one another in Christian community is hard work and requires a lot more than just showing up on Sundays.   As Garrison Keillor once put it:   “You can become a Christian by going to church about as easily as you can become a car by sleeping in a garage.”


To push the car metaphor a bit further –think of this passage as a spiritual MapQuest or GPS which guides us, continually “recalculating” our direction when we take wrong turn or veer off the road that leads us to lives of mutual interdependence under Christ.  

Sin happens; it’s inevitable.  Gossip and insensitivity happen; people get hurt in many different ways.  We make poor choices; we’ll never be perfect – at least not in this life!  But when we avoid constructive conflict or honest confrontation, saying that we’d rather maintain the peace, we end up with a false peace that doesn’t foster unity.   

We all know people who have left a church because they’ve felt betrayed or disillusioned by the arguing, hidden agendas and dishonesty they’ve experienced.   After all, aren’t we supposed to be better than this?  Aren’t we supposed to talk to the person we are angry with first, before we take our complaints or hurt feelings someplace else?  

This passage from Matthew is practically imprinted on my retinas because I see this pattern of  triangulation a lot as Dean of Students.  I’m often the person students come to visit when they feel a need to complain about a fellow student or a professor.   I’m sometimes the person that staff and faculty colleagues visit to complain about the students – and sometimes about other colleagues.   

I heave an invisible and inaudible sigh;  I know where this is going.   And then I listen, pray with them, make a few comments, ask several questions, listen some more and then firmly – but pastorally suggest – if they STILL haven’t come up with the idea themselves – that they need to talk with whomever they’ve got the complaint against.  It’s part of   living in community.  On my worst days I must admit that I may seek out a trusted colleague – or my long suffering husband – and dump my own litany of complaints on them.   As I said-- none of us is perfect!

I’m willing to bet that Jesus had to offer this reminder all the time with his unruly group of fishermen, a tax collector, a zealot and two brothers known as the Sons of Thunder.  There may have been days when he felt like he would be better off without disciples, but his whole purpose was to create a community of believers and leaders -- not just individuals interested in their own spiritual formation.   He wanted the spirit of the living God to dwell in a gathered group of believers.  Isn’t that what we want as well?   Whenever we remember ourselves as part of  Christ’s body, we also recognize that disunity between the one or two who gather in his name spread like a virus and easily become the  disunity of all.   


Most of the time, the quiet approach of sitting down with someone and sharing how we  feel, without judgment or blame, does lead to better understanding and even reconciliation. But inevitably, some people do refuse to listen. 


So what do we do with someone who just doesn’t get it?  Jesus recognized the possibility that if we couldn’t resolve the issue one on one, we might need to go public and take it to the larger community –   which means sharing our personal perceptions with others.    And that means we may find that we’ve misunderstood what someone has done.  The community of witnesses may be able to help us see things in a different light.   Maybe it will turn out that we haven’t been wronged after all.  

But what if the other person is at fault and the community doesn’t seem able to help resolve the situation – what next?   Jesus’ response is interesting:  “Let such a one be to you as a Gentile or a tax collector,” he says.   Ouch!   The disciples would get that immediately – gentiles and tax collectors were about as outside as one could possibly be in that culture.   And we all know what we do to those we consider outsiders – we ignore them;  we act as if they and their needs don’t exist; we push them aside; we profile them; take away their rights (if they even had any in the first place).  After all, they’re not our  people…..

Except…… these same disciples, one of whom was a tax collector, had witnessed how Jesus treated gentiles and tax collectors.  And let’s not forget his encounter with the Canaanite woman  whose persistence in the face of rejection forced Jesus to go beyond his own cultural boundary and extend care and healing to a Gentile.  

We who are disciples of Jesus have a labor for our lives as we observe this Labor Day weekend – which is to build, and periodically rebuild,  the community of grace that we know as the church.   We are to pray and work and give for the re-visioning and construction of this blessed, though imperfect, community, confronting those who sin against us as honestly and compassionately as we confront our own consciences in order to build and sustain that community.   

Lincoln Park Presbyterian Church is one such community; and and you have important tasks ahead as you begin the hard work of discerning your future mission and ministry, and prepare to call, first an interim and then a new permanent pastor.  Much has changed  in this church and in our denomination since a Pastoral Nominating Committee first called Jeff Doane as your pastor more than 25 years ago.  Much has changed in the needs and nature of ministry and mission.   

Ask yourselves, as you begin this labor, if you are reconciled with one another so that you can do this important work with integrity, transparency and a renewed sense of common mission. You will invariably encounter some conflict as you work to discern LPPC’s direction, and the kind of minister who will serve your future most faithfully and prophetically.  Recognize and acknowledge that there may be hidden histories that have shaped you in the past.   They will, if not honestly and constructively confronted, compromise your ability to listen to and learn from one another and that can distort your future direction as a church. 

Remember that you are a community of grace as you air your disagreements and forgive one another as God continually has been forgiving of you.   Listen to one another .  Remember that where two or three of you are gathered, the Spirit of Christ is present in your midst.  So labor faithfully, serve generously and live into the eternal hope that God holds out for your future.     May it be so.    Amen.  
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