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First Reading Ezekiel 33:7-11 
God appointed Ezekiel as a sentinel for the house of Israel. Ezekiel must faithfully convey God’s warnings to the people. Remarkably, God—who is about to attack Jerusalem—gives a warning with the hope that repentance will make the attack unnecessary.
7 So you, mortal, I have made a sentinel for the house of Israel; whenever you hear a word from my mouth, you shall give them warning from me. 8 If I say to the wicked, “O wicked ones, you shall surely die,” and you do not speak to warn the wicked to turn from their ways, the wicked shall die in their iniquity, but their blood I will require at your hand. 9 But if you warn the wicked to turn from their ways and they do not turn from their ways, the wicked shall die in their iniquity, but you will have saved your life. 10 Now you, mortal, say to the house of Israel: Thus you have said: “Our transgressions and our sins weigh upon us, and we waste away because of them; how then can we live?” 11 Say to them: As I live, says the Lord God, I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked but that the wicked turn from their ways and live; turn back, turn back from your evil ways, for why will you die, O house of Israel?
Psalm 118:33-40
33Teach me, O Lord, the way of your statutes, and I shall keep it to the end. 34 Give me understanding, and I shall keep your teaching; I shall keep it with all my heart. 35 Lead me in the path of your commandments, for that is my desire. 36 Incline my heart to your decrees and not to unjust gain. 37 Turn my eyes from beholding falsehood; give me life in your way. 38 Fulfill your promise to your servant, which is for those who fear you.  39 Turn away the reproach that I dread, because your judgments are good. 40 Behold, I long for your commandments; by your righteousness enliven me.
Second Reading Romans 13:8-14 
The obligation of Christians is to love one another and so fulfill the heart and goal of the law. Clothes make the person as we “put on the Lord Jesus Christ” and live today in light of the future God has in store for us.
 8 Owe no one anything, except to love one another, for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law. 9 The commandments, “You shall not commit adultery; you shall not murder; you shall not steal; you shall not covet,” and any other commandment, are summed up in this word, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” 10 Love does no 

wrong to a neighbor; therefore, love is the fulfilling of the law. 11 Besides this, you know what time it is, how it is already the moment for you to wake from sleep. For salvation is nearer to us now than when we became believers; 12  the night is far gone; the day is near. Let us then throw off the works of darkness and put on the armor of light; 13 let us walk decently as in the day, not in reveling and drunkenness, not in illicit sex and licentiousness, not in quarreling and jealousy. 14  Instead, put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires. 
Gospel Matthew 18:15-20 
Jesus offers practical advice to his disciples on how individuals—and the church as a whole—should go about restoring relationships when one member has sinned against another.
[Jesus said to the disciples:] 15 “If your brother or sister sins against you, go and point out the fault when the two of you are alone. If you are listened to, you have regained that one. 16 But if you are not listened to, take one or two others along with you, so that every word may be confirmed by the evidence of two or three witnesses. 17 If that person refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church, and if the offender refuses to listen even to the church, let such a one be to you as a gentile and a tax collector. 18  Truly I tell you, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven. 19 Again, truly I tell you, if two of you agree on earth about anything you ask, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven. 20 For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.”
Sermon
Today we have a gospel passage in front of us that I'd say is relatively familiar, though not widely practiced. It is a 3-step approach to interpersonal conflict within the faith community. And when I read this this week, I couldn’t help but think of examples of ways we do not deal with interpersonal conflict very well. There are tons of examples, but let's start with social, particularly Facebook. 
If we ever did a study of interactions on Facebook, we most likely find many examples of unhealthy interactions. I'm in a Facebook group called Everything Canfield. It's basically for residents of the Canfield community to share information that other residents of the community would want to know or to help neighbors find things that have been lost. But sometimes there'll be a post in which someone is mad about an 

experience that with a restaurant or a business and they'll post a scathing recollection of the experience in Everything Canfield so that nobody ever goes there again. And when people comment on these posts, we come to find out that the person didn't say anything to management at the place they are criticizing… they just took their complaint to Facebook. When we do things like this, we take something that could have been as simple as somebody having a bad day and make it into a big, possibly embarrassing situation for a community small business owner. 
There are many ways in which technology contributes to unhealthy ways of dealing with interpersonal conflict. Using social media or even texting removes us from face-to-face interaction and for some reason we act differently when we aren't face-to-face. That can add tension and hurt to something that we never intended to be so hurtful, as hurtful as it becomes. But there is also a low-tech approach to conflict that can be just as unhealthy that removes the opportunity for face-to-face communication that is the ever-popular anonymous letter. The anonymous letter allows the writer to get their concerns off their chest but allows no opportunity for further discussion or even reconciliation. The anonymous letter undermines the relationship between the writer and the receiver because it eliminates any possibility of open and honest conversation which is an essential part of healthy relationships. That is why we will disregard anonymous letters sent to the church. We have to be a place that works towards practicing open, honest communication with one another. Now a signed letter is different… some people express themselves better and more clearly in writing and by including their name they allow for the opportunity for further conversation. 
Many times, we choose certain ways of communicating in a time of conflict because we're uncomfortable having to speak to someone who has offended us or treated us badly. This, of course, can be many different reasons, including what has happened when we have done so in the past, what we were taught as children, how we were treated as children, or other factors based on our past experience. In the same way, how we react when someone tells us that we have said or done something that hurt them may also be informed by those experiences I named above. As a result, relationships and healthy communication is complicated, especially when there is an issue. 


As we talk about today's gospel passage, we do need to remember that Jesus is speaking in the context of relationship between believers in the community of faith, and his purpose is that no one who is part of the community of faith would be driven away. Jesus begins this chapter by answering the disciples’ question, who is greatest in the kingdom of heaven? Jesus points to a child in response and specifically says, whoever becomes humble like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. He then goes on to warn anyone who would cause a little one to stumble, and then he follows this with the parable of the lost sheep. In these early verses we hear a theme of welcoming the least, having humility, finding the lost In a situation in which people are gathered together in the name of Jesus, what do said people do when they inevitably have conflict between them? 
Jesus does lay out a very direct procedure. In this case, it appears that it is the one who has experienced the harm or offense that is to approach the one who caused it. But I'd like to acknowledge as a caveat to this teaching that we have learned in our time that this kind of direct communication is not the safest approach in every case, especially in the case of abuse. It would not be appropriate, for example, to insist that an abused spouse must directly address the abusive spouse alone first, just because that's what Jesus teaches him before the issues that arise over time from being together as a faith community. Jesus guides us toward open communication when we felt wronged, and humility when someone shares that we have caused them distress. This is an extremely important teaching for us as a community of faith. I've been here about 17 years. Some of you have been here even longer and have seen some of the struggles that this has led people to, leaving without clear communication or sometimes in which this open communication has actually strengthened relationships here. But this teaching applies to us on multiple levels. We are part of a larger church body, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, or ELCA, and some of the work that our church has been called to includes listening to the hurt and harm that our church body has inflicted upon other people. 
I'm not sure we've ever think about this work as an extension of Jesus teaching here in Matthew 18, but it is true that we have brothers and sisters of color. We have brothers and sisters of Native American ancestry who have genuinely been hurt and harmed by the policies and practices of this church. Once again, Jesus’ teaching is to 

use open communication and humility to strengthen and heal the relationship. This hurt and harm is not something that should be buried in the past. Jesus gives us this teaching as a tool to work through, not avoid conflict and hurt. 
The verse, “where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them”, can be found in the Gospels in more than one place and context. In this context, following Jesus’ teaching on dealing with hurt and harm, it reminds us that when we sit down with one another in an effort to improve our relationship after hurtful words or actions, Jesus is present with us. This is the work of reconciliation, reconciling, repairing relationships, and this is holy work... these are holy moments in which Jesus is present to bring us back together in relationship not only with the individual with whom we speak, but both remaining in relationship with the faith community. 
No one should be left in emotional, physical or spiritual pain when they are part of the community of faith in Jesus. Jesus faced the pain of sufferings and death on the cross so that while we acknowledge our sin, we also know that Christ has freed us from its grave through forgiveness. Jesus’ teaching today gives his community of believers a way to experience with one another that same pattern of realizing and acknowledging our sin against our sibling in Christ in order to experience the freedom of forgiveness and reconciled relationship with that person. In every experience of this process, there is the risen Christ in our midst. Amen.  
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