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Imagine it’s Tuesday evening. Delicious smells and cheerful chatter from the 
kitchen fill the basement of Cooper House with warmth and welcome. Tables and 
chairs are set. The side door opens with a creak, announcing the arrival of a tired 
and stressed out college student. As the door rattles closed behind her, 
enthusiastic greetings bellow out from friends already gathered.  A huge smile 
spreads across her face as a sigh of relief escapes from her now relaxing body. 
She is home.  
 
Over at UKirk, we often refer to ourselves as a family.  We’re an intimate group 
that shares a lot – we eat and pray, we laugh and cry, we study and serve and 
play. I imagine many of you think of Blacksburg Presbyterian Church as your 
church family. Entering these doors for worship or for a meal may evoke a similar 
feeling of comfort and belonging as UKirk does for a college student.  
 
It is within this context of the church as a family, that we can begin to make 
sense of today’s text from Matthew.  I just read from the NRSV, which begins, “if 
another member of the church sins against you…” but many scholars agree that 
a more accurate translation is, “if a sister or brother sins against you…” because 
the concept of the followers of Jesus as an extended family – the family of God – 
is at the heart of Matthew’s message.  
 
The church is not just another voluntary association of like-minded people, or a 
club, or a student organization. We are a fellowship of believers united with one 
another in Jesus Christ. 
 
For many of us, our families are where we first learn how to give and receive love 
- where we experience support and grace.  
 
But we know that our families are also home to some of most painful experiences 
of conflict – where we experience heartache and hurt.  
 
And the church is no different. We mess up, we hurt others, we make bad 
decisions. In today’s text Jesus seems to assume that there will be conflict 
among his followers. What makes us Christian is not whether or not we fight, 
disagree, or hurt each other, but how we go about dealing with it.  
 
Jesus lets us know that in the household of God, when your sister or brother sins 
against you, you must go and talk to her or him, and if that does not work you 
must keep going back — taking other people with you next time — doing 
everything in your power to get your sister or brother back again. 



 
Let’s recognize together that this is difficult advice. Some of us would much 
rather pretend nothing has happened, try and let it go, make up excuses in an 
effort to minimize the impact. Others of us prefer to rant and rave to others, 
“venting” our frustrations. Some of us harbor resentment or seek revenge. There 
are all kinds of ways to cope with conflict and pretend we are reconciled! 
 
Jesus offers us a curious strategy.  First of all, it is up to the person who has 
been wronged to initiate the reconciliation. Jesus doesn’t say that the one who 
has done the sinning should seek the wronged person out, asking for 
forgiveness. That sounds more logical to me — especially when I am the one 
who has been wronged. In the strategy that Jesus offers, the injured party makes 
the first move.  How can that be right?  But in this Gospel strategy who is right 
and who is wrong doesn’t seem all that important.  The important thing is getting 
“the family” back together again.  
 
We recognize that yelling, shaming, publicly slandering, or acting out in violence 
are not constructive ways to deal with conflict – and neither are we to sweep 
everything under the rug and pretend that all is well. Instead, Jesus is calling us 
to the higher task of reconciliation.  
 
In order to hear this more clearly, let’s back up a few verses that precede our text 
for today… 
 
If a shepherd has a hundred sheep, and one of them has gone astray, does he 
not leave the ninety-nine on the mountains and go in search of the one that went 
astray? And if he finds it, truly I tell you, he rejoices over it more than over the 
ninety-nine that never went astray. So it is not the will of your Father in heaven 
that one of these little ones should be lost. ‘If another member of the church sins 
against you, go and point out the fault when the two of you are alone. If the 
member listens to you, you have regained that one. 
 
This text is about a promise that God desires to be reconciled to us and we to 
each other, and that when we seek reconciliation, Christ is present. And more 
good news: No matter how badly this has been done, it is never powerful enough 
to nullify the promise that God can bind together that which we have ripped apart.  
 
Pastor Nadia Boltz-Weber speaks about this promise with fine point, worthy of 
repeating…. 
 
“I mean, if the church getting things wrong and hurting people and not living up to 
the Gospel could destroy the Gospel, it would have been destroyed long before it 
was handed off to us to have our turn at getting it wrong. 
 
God’s ability to make things right is always more powerful than our ability to get 
things wrong.” 



 
Let me say it again,  
 
“God’s ability to make things right is always more powerful than our ability to get 
things wrong.”  
 
Now, that is some good news for us today.  
 
We are in the midst of overwhelming storms where we are confronted daily with 
how wrong things are in the world.  
 
Hurricane Harvey has just devastated Texas and before those folks could even 
come up for air, another unprecedented storm Irma wreaks havoc in the 
Caribbean, now in Florida and God knows where else. Sandwiched between 
these two disasters, an earthquake of incredible magnitude has shocked Mexico 
and Central America.  
 
News threatening the fate of DACA, potentially devastating hundreds of 
thousands of young people living, working, and loving in the US, stirs up a 
different kind of storm in our country.   
 
It is to this world, to our world, that Jesus speaks, calling us to be the first to 
reach out - even when we are the ones who have been hurt - even when God 
knows we have done nothing wrong - even when everything in us wants to fight 
back.  Is to us that Jesus speaks, calling us into community with one another, 
calling us to come together face-to-face to make up and to forgive and to seek 
forgiveness - hoping for healing and praying for reconciliation. 
 
And when we do, God promises to show up! 
 
When we, the church, the family of God, can muster up the courage to do hard 
things, to move in the direction of reconciliation – we participate in God’s holy 
work.  
It’s our job to do the work, to show up, to confront, to reach out, to forgive. But it 
is God who makes things right.  
 
This summer I traveled with a group of UKirk students to Washington DC where 
we served with the Church of the Pilgrim. (To hear more about this from the 
students – join us in the fellowship hall following worship!) We listened to stories 
from people who had struggled with homelessness, we served in a soup kitchen 
and clothing bank, we helped set up a farmer’s market in an elementary school in 
the middle of a food desert, we met with Jimmy Hawkins in the Presbyterian 
national Office of Public Witness, and met with local congress people to share 
our Christian convictions about affordable health care for all people. We talked 
about the intersections between race and poverty, gentrification and 
displacement. We saw people suffering on the margins and others benefiting 



from the plight of the poor. It was an eye opening and inspiring experience and 
we certainly got a taste for the kind of reconciliation so needed in that part of our 
world. 
 
On our last night there, David, a poet and formerly homeless man, led us in a 
time of reflection about our week. We listened to his story and he listened to 
ours. He encouraged us to write down our insights and feelings and he did the 
same and wrote a poem to our group right then and there. Here is the gift he 
gave us: 
 
We two 
Live in different worlds,  
But out of kindness and courage 
You entered my world 
 
For one sweet moment 
 
You learned 
That yes, I have a face, a name, a life, 
Dreams and fears and hopes.  
 
One hope I shared with you 
Is that someday, 
I might return to your world 
Of peace, safety, and comfort 
 
For now you have my gratitude 
For acknowledging 
My humanity  
 
I see David’s offering as an act of reconciliation. He’s been hurt time and time 
again, maybe not directly by us, but by a system in which we benefit. He reached 
out to us in a spirit of healing and hope. He acknowledged our differences while 
also celebrating our effort, however so small, to reach out to him.  
 
“For one sweet moment” as he put it, we experienced God making things right, 
“for one sweet moment” we experienced reconciling love, and Christ was surely 
there in our midst.  
 
Let us pray,  
Ever loving and forgiving God, grant us the courage to offer grace to those who 
have wronged us, give us the resolve to reach out to our communities with 
reconciling hearts, and bless our efforts that just “one sweet moment” of unity 
may be transformed into an era of healing and hope.  
 


