
We’re in the midst of Stepping Up 
to Stewardship this September. 
Last week we talked about keeping 
value— how generosity helps us to 
remember what is truly valuable. 
And how that generosity begets 
generosity. We also talked about 
how generosity flourishes in 
communities of trust. Trust is hard 
to create and even harder to 
maintain. Especially, trust between 
people. Because people are… 
well, we’re complicated. We have 
feelings… histories… concerns… 
baggage… people problems. Still, 
we are given each other. And 
called to be stewards of 
community.

There is nothing as healing or as 
hurtful as church community. 
That’s the wisdom here from 
Jesus. Whatever we bind on earth 
is bound in heaven. What we do 
has eternal consequences. This is 
a reminder of the heaviness of 
what we do here. It’s a reminder of 
the eternal significance of the 
community of Jesus Christ— the 
Church. We have a significant role 
in forming people. Being good 
stewards of community means 
using good judgement on when to 

call out and correct— and doing so 
with great humility. Christ-shaped 
community thrives by assuming 
the best and forgiving the worst. 
How many times should we 
forgive, Peter asks in verse 21? 
Not just 7 times, but as many as 
77. 

This an entire chapter is about 
keeping community. Jesus isn't 
naive about the fragility of 
community. Matthew 18 begins 
with Jesus encouraging his 
disciples to be like children. One 
who causes children to stumble 
should be thrown in a lake; care for 
all, even the most vulnerable. This 
community is not a means for the 
elite to rise to the top. It’s a 
recognition of the fact that we are 
communal beings called to serve 
each other. Care for each as if they 
were the most important.

A monastery was falling on hard 
times. Only a few monks 
remained, and its buildings were 
deserted and in disrepair. In the 
woods beside the monastery, the 
rabbi from the nearby town had 
built a small hut where he would 
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go from time to time to be alone 
and pray. The head of the 
monastery, the Abbot, went to see 
the rabbi one day to seek his 
wisdom about the troubles they 
were having.

The abbot began to share his 
concerns about the monastery. 
The rabbi listened intently, nodding 
his head from time to time. When 
the abbot had finished, the rabbi 
said, “I know how it is. Fewer and 
fewer people come to the 
synagogue each year. I don’t know 
what to tell you, but I know that 
you and the monks are holy men 
and do good works. Because of 
this, I also know that the Messiah 
is among you.” With that, the rabbi 
bid the abbot goodbye. 

The abbot went back to the 
monastery to face the rest of the 
monks there. They were hoping 
the rabbi would have some 
wisdom to share— maybe 
something like a new church 
growth strategy or something.  But, 
the abbot said with sorrow in his 
voice, “The rabbi had no wisdom to 
help us. But, as I was leaving he 
said something strange that I don’t 
understand.” He said, “The 
Messiah is among you.” With that 
the abbot went to his room. The 
monks were also confused. They 

too, went to their rooms for the 
night.

But, over the coming days and 
weeks they couldn’t get the rabbi’s 
words out of their heads. “Who 
could possibly be the Messiah in 
their midst? Could it be the abbot? 
Surely yes, for he was wise 
beyond words. But perhaps it was 
Brother John. Often disagreeable, 
but always there when you needed 
help. He seemed to appear without 
ever being asked. Or could it be 
Thomas who had such a way 
tending the garden and caring for 
the animals. He seemed so life-
giving.” And then the most 
disturbing thought possible 
occurred, “Surely the rabbi couldn’t 
have meant me. How could I be 
the Messiah? But what if it is me? 
What should I do?”

None of them could solve the 
rabbi’s riddle, but each silently 
vowed to treat the others with 
reverence and respect since 
anyone of them could be the 
Messiah. A gentle, warm-hearted, 
loving, concern began to grow 
among them, which was difficult to 
describe, but easy to notice. As 
visitors came to the monastery, 
they found themselves deeply 
moved by the example of the 
monks. It simply felt good to be in 
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their presence, and others came to 
picnic on the grounds, walk in the 
gardens, or sit quietly in the 
chapel. It was clear that the rabbi’s 
gift, his assertion that the Messiah 
was among them, had transformed 
their hearts and radically changed 
their behavior. Slowly the 
monastery became a place of light 
and learning and loving, and, as a 
beloved community, it grew and 
prospered.

Community is a fragile thing. In 
Jesus day children were viewed as 
a less than human. They had not 
reached their potential yet— their 
potential for contributing to the 
family (much less society). And yet 
Jesus says to care for them. He 
says, “What do you think? 
Wouldn’t a shepherd who had 100 
sheep leave the 99 and look for 
the 1 that’s missing?” Each 
member of community is 
important. Each member is worth 
the risk. And it is risky isn’t it? 

John Claypool was in an argument 
with a friend once when the friend 
backed off he said, “Don’t stop, 
keep arguing. The otherness in 
you is the only chance I have for 
growth.” What if we truly interacted 
with each other as if what we saw 
in each other was actually Christ 

within? If we are a part of the body 
of Christ then we encounter the 
messiah in each other. We learn of 
God by engaging others; we grow 
in the Spirit through the Spirit 
shared with each other. We see 
the face of Christ in the faces all 
around. 

In Matthew 18 Jesus gives us 
some practical advice for dealing 
with conflict in community. First, if 
you have a problem with someone, 
write down the problem. Often, 
when we write down the problem 1 
of 2 things happens— we realize 
it’s not that big a deal and we 
recognize the pettiness of our 
grievance. Or we realize that 
perhaps the problem is not the real 
problem. That the issue that has 
arisen in the conflict is either a 
larger issue within myself or my 
relationship with this person. We 
often transfer our resentments or 
insecurities.

Jesus says if you have a problem 
go to the source. If someone sins 
against you go talk to them in 
private. Handle the situation 
directly. Don’t go talking to your 
friends about what this person did 
to stir up a bunch of drama and 
gossip. That may give you a rush; 
it may make things interesting. But, 
its destructive. 
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If the person won’t listen take 2-3 
more people to talk with the 
person. That’s not to gang up on 
the person. It’s for the sake of 
mediation. Listening should go 
both ways. Give them the 
opportunity to say, “I hear you, 
but…” And then let them respond. 
Just because that person doesn’t 
do exactly what you wanted them 
to do does not mean you weren’t 
heard. 

Jesus encourages a third step— if 
the person doesn’t repent then 
take the issue before the church. 
Sometimes the entire community 
needs to be involved in repairing 
the breach. This can be difficult; it 
can be embarrassing for the 
parties involved. But, here’s the 
assumption of Jesus— that the 
messiah is among you. The entire 
community is filled with Christlike 
individuals who are concerned with 
the healing of the community and 
not petty agendas, taking sides, or 
“being proved right”. The concern 
is larger than the concerns brought 
forth. The concern is for the 
healing of the individuals involved 
for the sake of restoring them to 
the body of Christ. 

This passage can be used for 
healing and reconciliation. It can 

also be a battering ram to force 
submission to a group. It can be 
used by a small group to get their 
way or even worse to shame a 
minority. Heed Jesus’ advice and 
work this process with great 
humility because remember just 
before this Jesus says to care for 
all of his children and, “Whoever 
harms my children should have a 
stone hung around their neck and 
be thrown in the lake.” Remember 
the power of the church community
— whatever you bind on earth is 
bound in heaven. There’s nothing 
has healing and as hurtful as 
church community. 

If the person still does not repent 
then let that person be to you like a 
Gentile and tax collector. But, 
before you write anybody off 
consider how Jesus treat gentiles 
and tax collectors. Far too many 
Christians have followed Jesus 
advice here only to reveal their 
own bias rather than their 
understanding of who Jesus is. We 
are all too eager to treat those we 
don’t agree with like first century 
Jews would treat gentiles and tax 
collectors. But, when Jesus says 
this he is talking to his disciples— 
those who seek to be like him. And 
we know how Jesus treats gentiles 
and tax collectors, as friends. He 
chases after them with the same 

�4



grace. We are those gentiles; we 
are those tax collectors.

There’s a story about a church that 
had gone through 8 pastors in 11 
years. All of them had resigned at 
the request of the congregation 
after significant conflict mostly with 
one of the long time leaders. And 
since this was a Methodist 
congregation the Bishop called a 
meeting with a few lay leaders 
from the church and about 40 
church leaders and clergy from 
other methodist churches in the 
area. The Bishop addressed the 
whole gathering saying, "Brothers 
and sisters, what are we going to 
do? Whom shall we send?" Then 
the Bishop invited everyone to 
pray silently. The silence lasted for 
a long time and continued even 
after the Bishop concluded the 
prayer with a resolute "amen." At 
last one of the older pastors spoke 
out from the back of the room. "I'll 
go," she said.

There was a collective gasp 
followed by buzz. Everyone knew 
that Shiela had been on leave of 
absence for several years and that 
she had left her last church in the 
wake of a scandalous divorce. She 
had become an alcoholic, been 

twice convicted of drunk driving, 
had spent six months in prison and 
a month in a chemical dependency 
treatment center. Since she was so 
near retirement she had been 
allowed to keep her credentials in 
consideration of her many years of 
faithful service and the progress 
she had made in her rehabilitation 
program. The Bishop had hoped to 
place her with some small, quiet 
congregation where she could 
serve her remaining years without 
stress. 
 
"Are you sure, Shiela?" the Bishop 
asked. This is a congregation in 
pain," Shiela said. "I know 
something about pain. I think I 
should be the one to go." 

The troubled church agreed to 
accept her as their pastor. She told 
them, “I’m going to visit with every 
member of this congregation 
before I perform any other pastoral 
duties, including preaching. I won’t 
lead worship or attend any 
meetings until that task is 
finished." 

She went from house to house, 
apartment to apartment, hospital 
bed to nursing home bed, 
introducing herself as the new 
pastor and asking each one, as 
she went, to respond to two 
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questions: How did you come to 
love Jesus, and why have you 
chosen to serve him in this 
congregation? She visited 
morning, afternoon and evening for 
four-and-a-half weeks and was 
warmly received by every member 
of the congregation but one. Then 
she went home, called the lay 
leader, and told him she was 
ready.  

The sanctuary was packed her first 
Sunday. She said, "I want to share 
two things with you today: How I 
came to love Jesus, and why I 
believe God has called me to 
serve him with you in this 
congregation." 

At the close, just as Shiela was 
about to ask them to join with her 
in prayer, a man stood up in the 
back of the sanctuary and shouted 
out at her. It was Harry Wiersem, 
the man who had refused to see 
her when she called at his home. 
He was the long-time leader who 
had bedeviled so many pastors 
before her. Some had told Shiela 
that he had never recovered from 
the death of his wife many years 
before.  

Harry stood up and yelled at her, 
”Who do you think you are, sister?" 
We know all about you. You 

couldn't keep your husband and 
you’re a drunk. You're the last 
thing we need in this church. 
We've got enough problems as it 
is!"  

He stood glaring at her, his face 
red and his knuckles bulging white 
as his hands gripped the pew in 
front of him. Shiela looked back at 
him with sad eyes. She didn't 
speak for several seconds. It was 
absolutely silent in the sanctuary. 

“I'm a broken person, Harry," 
Shiela said in a soft, firm voice, still 
looking into his angry, red face. "A 
broken person who has been 
healed. And I've come to serve 
with broken people: broken people 
who have been healed." Then she 
stepped down from the pulpit and 
walked up the long center aisle to 
where Harry was still hanging on to 
the back of the pew. She put her 
arm around his shoulder, looked 
him in the eye and said, “I'm sorry 
about Mildred. She must have 
been very special to you." Harry let 
go of the pew, fell into her arms 
and began to sob…almost 
convulsing. When he was finished, 
Shiela bid everyone to gather 
round. They joined hands and she 
led them in prayer. When she said 
"Amen," Shiela was aware of 
something around her that felt like 
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a collective sigh of relief. The 
demons were gone. 

She served with them for twelve 
years. Just before he died, Harry, 
told her that she had been an 
answer to his prayers.

What we bind on earth is bound in 
heaven. What we loose… we 
never find again. Community is 
risky. But, in the risk of community 
we find healing. In the midst of our 
brokenness the messiah is found.  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