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Back in the summer of 2006, I travelled with a group of 7 other 

teenagers and 3 clergy members to Chuka, Kenya with the United 

Church of Christ’s Global Ministries program.  I was 17, had never been 

out of the country, and frankly, I was terrified.  We spent three weeks 

living at the Rubate Teachers College which trains elementary and 

secondary school teachers to go out into Kenya and serve small 

communities after graduation.  In 2006, only about 30% of teachers 

working in Kenyan villages had any sort of formal educational training, 

so schools like the Rubate Teachers College worked tirelessly to ensure 

that the children of Kenya were being properly trained and given more 

opportunities to succeed. We didn’t spend a lot of time with the students, 

who were just a few years older than me, but when we did, both groups 

(the teenagers from the US and the young adults from Kenya) had so 

many questions for each other. One day, I was walking down the cliff to 

retrieve buckets of water, for washing our clothes later that day, with a 
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young woman named Charity. Today’s conversation involved school.  

She wanted to know what my favorite school subjects were, what books 

we read, and what I was looking forward to in my senior year of high 

school.  After I responded to all of her questions, I began to ask her 

about the education system in Kenya. At one point, I asked her what her 

favorite subject was in school, to which she responded, “Peace.” 

“Peace?” I said. “No, I mean like Reading, or Math, or Science?” To 

which she responded, “Yes, I understood the question. My favorite 

subject in school is Peace.” Still confused, Charity began to explain that 

in Kenya, in addition to the traditional school subjects, their curriculum 

also includes a class on Peace and Conflict Resolution. Completely 

amazed that this would be a core subject in elementary and secondary 

school, and concerned about their ability to compete in a global 

economy where the rhetoric of progress and development overpowers 

everything, I asked, “Why does Kenya think this is as important as Math 

or Science?” To which she responded, “Without learning how to 

accomplish peace, none of the other subjects matter.” None of the other 

subjects matter. 
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A community of people who lack the ability to deal with conflict, 

doesn’t really seem to be a healthy community at all. And in our Gospel 

reading this morning, Jesus is telling us just that.   

Our reading begins with an all too likely hypothetical situation: 

The NRSV (the one we use) translates the opening phrase "If another 

member of the church sins against you...." Some of our more traditional 

translations, however say, “If your brother sins against you…,” which is 

followed by a second hypothetical, "If your brother refuses to listen..." 

which bears the not-purely-hypothetical truth to all of us who have 

brothers. If you have a brother (or sister) he (or she) will sin against you 

sooner or later; this is the nature of brothers (and/or sisters). On one 

level this translation we use, “another member of the church,” is a little 

unsatisfying to me, as it favors inclusivity over intimacy; thinking of the 

sinner here as a brother, or sister, or close companion brings the need for 

resolution to an immediacy, a sense of importance that may be lost in 

thinking only generally of another "member of the church."  
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The subject matter of this passage could not be more fitting for 

Christian communities in every age, place, and situation. One of the 

things that plagues most Christian communities (and other communities 

no doubt) is the inability to handle confrontation, disagreement and our 

mutual accountability when it comes to sin. We simply don't know how 

to live together, fight together, and stay together. Jesus knew this. It’s 

why he addressed it. Church can be tough. 

But, I think its important to note that the concept of “church” is 

only mentioned twice in the Gospels. Here, in Matthew 18, and back in 

Matthew 16, when Jesus tells Peter that he is the rock where he will 

build the church.” Two times. Now, the word that we have translated 

into “church” is very common in the books written by the Apostle Paul, 

but not in the Gospels. This thing that we do, this church project, is only 

acknowledged by Jesus twice.  Yes, he talks about relationships, but 

only twice about what we would refer to as the institution of the church. 

And I think there’s something sort of poetic about the fact that one of 

those times, today’s reading, anticipates conflict. But, thank God Jesus 
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gave us this, since throughout history we have needed it more than a few 

times.   

So, if conflict is inevitable, why do we do this? Why even go to 

church at all? I am sure that many of you have known people in your 

lifetime who have uttered words similar to this: “Oh, I’m spiritual, but 

not religious….” Right? Or, “Oh, I consider myself a Christian, I used to 

go to church, but I don’t really need to anymore,” or “I don’t have time,” 

or “My kid’s soccer games are on Sunday mornings, but going to church 

isn’t what makes you a Christian.”  

So, I’m going to share with all of you how I feel about those types 

of statements.  False.  Going to church, belonging to this, is a huge part 

of what makes you a Christian.  Of course, it’s not the thing that makes 

you one, but if you don’t have it, I have no idea how you consider 

yourself a Christian.  The way my dad always illustrated it to me as a 

child was like this:  You can buy the best golf clubs, read all of the golf 

magazines, wear the expensive clothes, put the ball around in your back 

yard, and frankly call yourself a golfer. But if you want to just haul off 
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and smack that ball the way those clubs and all that fancy equipment 

were meant to be used, you have to go to a golf course.   

You can read the bible, and wear the cross necklace, call yourself a 

Christian, and do good things in the world, but if you don’t go to church, 

you’re not experiencing all of the beauty and conflict that Jesus told us 

we would have.  In Matthew 18, Jesus is essentially saying that this is a 

group activity, in the very nature of our central image, the Trinity (with 

its multiple components), the Christian church, the Christian experience 

is not something we do on our own.  And, it’s not just about what we get 

out of it. Being a member of a church is about what we can do for 

others, because we love God. Being a member of the church means you 

have a responsibility to deal with conflict or disagreement, not because 

we selfishly fear that it may blow up in our faces, but rather, because 

Jesus told us that this is the way to be “church.” Jesus offers a simple 

guide to help us handle our sin and its consequences here. But far more 

importantly Jesus promises us that he is present, that his presence is real 

for us, when we are gathered in his name -- both in agreement, and in 
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conflict. Where two or three are gathered, not just taking up space, but 

truly gathered because they want to live out the Christian life, Jesus 

promises to be right there the whole time.  Dealing with issues, 

especially in the church, can be scary, but we’re not doing it alone.  

Authentic community is hard to come by. I don’t know if it’s 

harder to come by in today’s world, but I do know that authentic and 

lifegiving communities take work. Constant work. But it’s worth it.   

We get to do something amazing here.  We get to be one of these 

churches.  We are one of these authentic communities.  That’s why 

we’re all here.  There may be people in this very sanctuary who still 

don’t understand how difficult this next year will be.  It seems like the 

dust has settled since June, and we’ve all been able to take a deep breath, 

but I will stand here today and tell you that the dust is going to get 

kicked up again.  The real work is starting now.   

I have a friend who is a personal trainer.  She has four children 

(including a set of twin boys), her husband travels for work during the 
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week, leaving her to do mostly everything around the house. After many 

years of depression and feelings of worthlessness, because she was so 

overwhelmed with everything, she decided she needed a mantra for her 

life.  She needed a reminder that even though things were hard, the work 

was totally worth it. Here’s what she came up with: “I get to do this.” I 

get to do this. Yeah, it can be a lot.  It can be tiring, but isn’t so amazing 

that we get to do this.   

Folks, that’s how I feel about this next year.  I’m a little nervous, I 

don’t really know what’s about to happen, but my mantra right now, is 

“Thank God, we get to do this.”  We are a community of followers of 

Jesus. There will be conflict and disagreement.  Jesus knows that.  

That’s why we have Matthew 18.  So, let us remember, that where two 

or three are gathered in his name, Jesus will be there.  We are not called 

to be successful, we are called to be faithful.  Amen.  

 

 

 


