Argument as Invocation

Rev. Heather Kirk-Davidoff



    Kittamaqundi Community Church

September 7th, 2008






       Matthew 18:15-20


Even though my understanding of Jesus, and my relationship with Jesus, has grown and changed quite a bit since I was a child, I know that I still carry around with me an image of Jesus that I’m sure I picked up from a portrait of him that was hanging up in my Sunday School classroom.  You’ve probably seen this image—it shows Jesus in profile, all in earth tones, gazing with big brown eyes up at heaven, glowing with light.  In that picture, he’s all alone, but in another picture I remember, Jesus is sitting, and a group of children are clustered at this feet.  He’s looking at the children, speaking to them, but as I remember it, he’s still somewhat removed from them.  He doesn’t have peanut butter smeared on his robe.  He’s not wiping anyone’s nose.  In both of these images, Jesus is clearly different from your average person.  He’s ethereal, glowing, separated from the people near him.  He seems like a heavenly being visiting earth, yearning to return to heaven.


I carry these images with me, whether I like them or not, and I know that they shape my responses to some of what I read about Jesus in scripture.  I expect him to focus on spiritual lessons, things about how to know God better, how to pray better, how to understand the true meaning and purpose of your life.  So when I encounter passages like the one we just read from Matthew, I feel a little disappointed.  I wonder if these words really came from Jesus, or whether these were a later insertion from someone in the early church who has having trouble getting along with his or her community.  Jesus didn’t care about that kind of stuff, did he?  Isn’t all of this stuff about getting along kind of secondary to Jesus’ real mission and purpose?


What if it’s not?  If you, like me, carry around a picture of Jesus as a solitary supernatural being, visiting earth but focused on heaven, let’s try a different image of Jesus out for a few moments.  Imagine Jesus as a community organizer, gathering up a diverse collection of onery people and teaching them how to listen to each other, how to talk to each other, and even how to love each other.  Can you imagine that?  Close your eyes for a moment and paint a different picture for a Sunday School wall that shows Jesus like that.


Now, let’s fill in the details a bit.  In our passage from Matthew today, Jesus gives us a three-point plan for dealing with conflict in human community.  Let’s trace the three steps he suggests:


Step One:  One to one conversation.  Jesus is totally clear.  If you have a conflict with someone else in your community, the very first thing you should do is go and speak to that person face to face.  That’s rarely what we’re inclined to do, but Jesus is clear that is what he calls us to do.  What’s the objective for this one-on-one conversation?  If you look at the text you’ll see that it’s not to persuade the other, or to convince the other, but rather to get the other person to listen, to hear what you have to say.  That’s not an easy task.  If you’ve even had to sit and listen to someone tell you that you’ve done something that has hurt or offended them, you know that it’s incredibly hard to do.


For that reason, Jesus knows that step one isn’t enough.  If the person is unable to hear the complaint of another, then that person can proceed to…


Step Two:  Bring in one or two other people.  Now there was some disagreement within our Worship Task Group about what the job of these two people is.  The text says that these other people are “witnesses”—but what are they supposed to witness?  Some interpret this to mean that you invite other people who witnessed the offense, the source of your grevience.  These other people come to back up what you’re saying, to give it more weight so that the person who is at fault would really pay attention and listen to what you have to say.


But there’s another way of reading the word “witness”, and I tend to lean towards this interpretation.  Perhaps these people are there to witness your second attempt at conversation.  Perhaps they are there to notice any problems you might be having with communication, and to help each party hear the other better.  If you see it that way, these witnesses are really co-listeners, and perhaps by extension, facilitators of listening.  Has anyone ever done that for you?  Anyone who has been to a good marriage counselor knows exactly why this role is so helpful.


But sometimes, even with the help of a co-listener or two, a dispute still cannot be heard and understood, say nothing of resolved.  In this case, Jesus acknowledges that then (and ONLY then) it is appropriate to take the dispute to the community as a whole.  And if the person can’t listen to the complaint then, if they are still “turning a deaf ear” to the issue, then they have clearly dug in their heels.  So, at that point, Jesus instructs his disciples to treat such a person as a gentile or tax collector.


Harsh words, until you consider how Jesus actually treated gentiles and tax collectors.  He healed them, taught them, shared meals with them, welcomed them to become his disciples.  So in a way, step three brings us right back to step one---forming intimate community with each other where we can listen and learn across lines of difference.


After describing these three steps for dealing with conflict, Jesus goes on to say, “Wherever two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.”  This is one of Jesus’ quotable quotes, a favorite with those who lead worship in a small church.  I remember the pastor of my childhood church saying these words whenever worship attendence looked a little low.  After complaining a bit about people not making worship a priority in their lives he would conclude by saying, “But as we all know, wherever two or three are gathered, Christ is here among us.”  


But if you put this saying back into the context in which it appears in Matthew, you’ll see that when two or three are gathered, they aren’t in Sunday morning worship.  They are in the midst of conflict, trying to hear each other, trying to speak to each other directly, trying to bear witness to the attempts of others to address conflict directly and clearly.  That’s where Christ promises to be present among us!  Right there in the midst of our argument!  How funny to think that in the midst of all our songs and prayers, it is in the midst of direct conflict that Jesus promises to be with us. 


This is kind of a mind-blowing idea—but the more our Worship Task Group talked about it, the more we realized that we ourselves had experienced argument as invocation.  We had felt the presence of Jesus in the midst of our attempts to be in communities which addressed conflict directly.  To continue our reflection on this scripture, I’d like to invite Dean and Ada to each share their experience with you, and then perhaps you’ll share an experience of your own.
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