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17th Sunday after Pentecost/ September 7, 2008
“Reconciliation Requires Listening”

Matthew 18:15-20

Pastor Wayne Zschech

“If another member of the church sins against you, go and point the fault when the two of you are alone. If the member listens to you, you have regained the one.”


Now despite what some people may believe, a baptized believer in Christ who regularly attends worship with the rest of the church has been known to offend another person on occasion. We make mistakes. We say the wrong things at the wrong time. We can even put ourselves first before the needs of another, especially when it comes to parking close to the church on Sunday morning. 
In fact, there’s even a bumper sticker I once saw that summed today’s gospel perfectly. “Christians aren’t perfect, just forgiven.” Followers of Christ understand two things when it comes to forgiveness. First, in waters of baptism God in Christ cleanses us from sin with the forgiveness offered through Christ’s blood. Second, we walk wet from those waters to engage in the ministry of reconciliation Jesus inaugurated by his life, death and resurrection. We are to be God’s agents of reconciliation in this world.

And in today’s gospel we discover a method by which we go about participating in this ministry of reconciliation. “If another member of the church sins against you, go and point the fault when the two of you are alone. If the member listens to you, you have regained the one. 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. If the member 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.” 

A few things to notice in this reconciliation process Jesus offers. First, it is the person who is offended that is responsible for pointing out the fault of the other person. This may seem a bit strange. It’s not often the victim is responsible for seeking reconciliation in our world. But then again, the kingdom of God is not like the kingdom of this world. And in God’s kingdom, the one who is offended is responsible for confronting the offender with their sin. 

I have been blessed many times by this first act. While I may not mean to, I can often say things that another person, or group of people may take offense to. The problem is, unless they tell me how I offended them, I may keep on saying or doing the same thing without realizing how offensive it may be to the other person. Jesus challenges us to first be courageous enough to confront the other person with how they have sinned against you or me. 


Second, we are to confront them alone. We aren’t to call them out in public or in front of other people. We are to be discrete in our efforts to achieve reconciliation, seeking always to keep the other person’s reputation in the best possible light. Imagine what would happen if we confronted the person publicly. Their sin would be known by all those who heard, and their reputation would now be tarnished in their eyes. 


This is a particularly difficult step for parents to remember when their child has sinned against them. Which do you think does more achieve reconciliation while keeping your child’s esteem and reputation in the best possible light? You discover your child’s homework isn’t finished, but he’s invited friends over to watch a movie despite the rule that homework must be finished first. Do you give your son a lecture on the importance of doing homework in front of his friends while the movie’s playing or ask to speak with him in the kitchen and share your disappointment that he has broken his word to his parents?  Which confrontation do you think he’s most likely to listen to?


This brings us to the most important part of reconciliation, the ability to listen. Did you notice how in each case, it was the offenders inability or unwillingness to listen that escalates the situation to the next level. She doesn’t listen when confronted alone, so two or three others are brought in. They’re not there to gang up on her. Instead, they are there as witnesses “so that every word may be confirmed” by the one who was offended. 


How many times have you been offended by someone and when you tried to confront them with their sin you found yourself thinking or saying, “You’re not listening to what I’m saying?” That’s because as sinful, or self-centered, beings we’re often tempted to defend ourselves when confronted another. Instead of listening to what the other person is really saying we’re thinking about what we’re going to say to defend our words or actions when the other person stops talking. In fact, we may not even wait until then!

I once heard someone say, “You can’t truly be listening in order to understand what the other person is saying if you’re thinking about what you’re going to say when that person stops talking.” The first step to listening is focusing on what the other person is saying and why it is so important to them. What is their perspective of the situation? What actions or words of mine have I contributed to that perspective?

When we are able to listen well enough to answer these questions the second part of listening is able to be acted on. I recently heard a wise friend say, “True listening occurs when we change something in our behavior as a result of what the other person has said.” I flunk this part of listening a lot; especially with respect to the people I love the most. I hear them, but often don’t change any of my behavior in response to what they’ve shared. However, without me changing my behavior, I will continue to sin against my wife or daughter, family or friend, or brother or sister in Christ. Only when I listen to the point of changing my behavior in some way as a result of listening to what the offended person has shared can reconciliation truly begin.


This is why Jesus tells his disciples, “Truly I tell you, if two or three agree on earth about anything you ask, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven. For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.” The disciple of Christ need not fear changing for the sake of being reconciled with another. 

Who wants to stay angry with another person or continue to behave so that another or others remain angry or offended by our actions? Christians aren’t afraid to listen that leads to change because we trust that God in Christ is there with us in the midst of our struggle. Nobody wants to see two people who are separated by sin reconciled more than Jesus Christ. That’s what frees us to listen when another confronts us with how we have sinned against them. In Christ, we are willing to change for the sake of being reconciled with one another.


And to those who refuse to listen at all, Jesus doesn’t tell us to kick them out of the church. He says, “Let such a one be to you as a Gentile and tax collector.” In other words, let that person be to you like one who hasn’t heard the good news of the gospel. Treat them as one whose heart and mind have yet to be transformed by the power of new life the resurrection offers. Of course, this will need to be done lovingly if the offender is someone who’s been a member for over 50 years. 

The point is reconciliation requires listening. It starts with the offended seeking reconciliation in private with the goal of the offender listening to the point of understanding and changing his or her behavior. It’s not easy. But as we gather around this table to receive Christ’s body and blood for the forgiveness of sins, we are given the ability to do the same with each other. We have been baptized into the ministry of reconciliation Jesus calls us into. And it will require listening to both God and each other.
