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During my interim time with you, 

there will be times that I will do sermons that sometimes 

can be hard for the called and installed pastor to preach.  

Today is one such sermon.  Here is why:  If a pastor 

preaches a sermon about people not getting along, 

parishioners can read that as if the pastor is talking 

about a particular situation in the church or about them – 

assuming that he/she is using their platform to address a 

particular struggle in the church reading into it what may 

not actually be there. 

I preach these sermons, again not because I am using 

this platform to talk about a particular situation in the 

church, I preach them to empower a congregation to 

learn and gain tools to have the best possible working 

relationship not only with their pastor and staff but with 

one another.   

Richard Meyer wrote a book entitled, “One Anothering”.  

A previous presbytery I was a leader in called Richard to 

do a workshop with pastors and elders on his book.  We 

did it because so many churches in that presbytery were 

struggling with unresolved conflict, with power dynamics, 
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with internal ugliness that was not only hurting the 

pastors but was keeping the church from fully being the 

church, carrying forth its mission to help all their 

neighbors know the love, justice, mercy and grace of our 

Savior Jesus.   

The presbytery desired every church to become a 

community of grace.  A place where people could find 

hope.  A place where people could find healing.  A place 

where people could find acceptance and belonging and 

have their spiritual needs met.   

So, let’s begin where Jesus did in his straightforward 

teaching on addressing conflict.  Listen to the word of 

God as it comes to us from Matthew’s gospel: 

Matthew 18: 15-20 

 “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.  

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.  Truly I tell 

you, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, 

and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in 

heaven. Again, truly I tell you, if two of you 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.” 
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This is the word of the Lord. 

God in Jesus Christ knows us so well that he knows we 

are going to have disagreements with one another.  

Perhaps this is the reason that when Jesus gave this 

teaching, he did not use parables or any other figure of 

speech to give this directive.   

Jesus knows that people will sin against one another – 

people will hurt one another – we have unmet 

expectations of one another - it is going to happen.   

Jesus gives 3 clear steps as to what actions we need to 

take when we have been hurt: 

1.  Jesus says to go directly to that person and tell them  

you were hurt.  I would add use “I” language not “you” 

language.  Own your feelings.  Tell the other that what 

they said or what they did, tell them how it made you 

feel.  There is no reason for attack, no reason to tell 14 

other people in the congregation about it.  Think it over, 

maybe even journal about the situation (I find that going 

back and reading it a day or two later creates 

perspective) and certainly pray it over.  Give the situation 

some time.  If we approach the person who offended us 

too soon, emotions tend to take over.  When this has 

happened to me, I wait, think it through, pray and then 

set a time in person to have that conversation.  Let me 

just say here that email is the worst format for having 

these types of conversations.  You cannot have a 

problem-solving conversation through social media.  

People cannot read your body language, very often 

people mis-read the email which can make things worse 
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and as you all well know your email can be forwarded to 

others.  Never do this!  Go and sit with the person, pray 

together, be prepared to talk and to listen. 

2.  Jesus said if this does not resolve the issue then take 

2 or 3 witnesses with you and go to the person who 

offended you.  Now the purpose of this isn’t to gang up 

on the one who offended you, in my mind the 2 or 3 

witnesses are there to support you.  I know that many 

people find these kinds of conversations difficult.  I can 

hear some of you listening saying, “OOOh that step #1, I 

could never do that!”  Whether you know it or not that is 

exactly the type of work that elders are called to do.  An 

elder is a good person to ask to go with you. 

3.  If all else fails, then tell it to the church.  For 

Presbyterians that means taking it to the Session.  That 

is why there is a section in our Book of Order called 

“Discipline”.  It is there to provide avenues for clergy and 

congregations who have gotten off base with one another 

to find paths to peace and reconciliation, to help them to 

listen.  The discipline is there to give the church ways of 

dealing with pastors and elders who have misused or 

abused their power.   

Presbyteries have COM’s (Committee on Ministry) with 

both elders and clergy who are skilled at helping sessions 

have difficult conversations, they are there sometimes to 

have talks of reconciliation with churches who want to 

leave the presbytery, they are there to make sure that 

the church works good process. 
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I will say that action step #3 is not one that most 

churches are good at – settling disputes.  The national 

church wrote this section of the BoO to follow Jesus 

mandate of settling disputes in order to bring people to 

redemption and to protect the unity of the church.  It is a 

vow that your next called and installed pastor and every 

ordained person takes before you.  They commit to 

protect the peace, purity and UNITY of the church. 

Pastors can tell you story after story of churches shying 

away from dealing with things that are disruptive to the 

life of the church.  Not all pastors have the skill or the 

confidence to do this kind of work with a congregation.  

One of the saddest things an experienced pastor or elder 

on COM must do when working with a conflicted church is 

to recommend that a person or family leave the 

congregation.    On one occasion it was me who left a 

church because there was not a good system and support 

to resolve the conflict that existed in the church.  

Sometimes things must be broken before healing can 

begin. 

 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote a book entitled, “Life 

Together”.  Life Together came from Bonhoeffer's 

experience within a unique fellowship in an underground 

seminary during the Nazi years.  He wrote Life Together 

as bread to all who were hungry for Christian fellowship.   

The first chapter deals with community.  Bonhoeffer 

reminds us that scripture has much to say about living 

together, reminding us that Jesus lived among his 



©2020 The Presbyterian Church of Okemos. All rights reserved. 

enemies, his own disciples abandoned him and when he 

was on the cross suffering a cruel death he was 

surrounded by mockers and evil doers so we should 

never take it for granted that we will always be 

surrounded by people we love and people who love us.  

Our calling is not to sit in the roses but to be the seed of 

the gospel of Christ amid a lost and broken world. 

The Apostle Paul spoke about the importance of 

community.  Remember it was Paul who called for 

Timothy to come and to comfort him while he was in 

prison.  That is what we are meant to do – to provide 

comfort to our brothers and sisters who are alone and 

who cannot be with us. It brings spiritual strength to 

those who cannot be with us when we go and offer 

communion or a visit or a prayer.  Bonhoeffer said it is 

grace – nothing but grace that we have our community of 

faith and community together is meant to be a blessing 

not a struggle. 

Christians belong to one another in Jesus Christ - - - I 

belong to you and you belong to me.  What we have in 

common is the fact that our righteousness doesn’t come 

from within ourselves but outside of ourselves in Jesus 

Christ.   We all stand in need of help that comes from the 

Lord, our help that comes from the word of God and from 

the Holy Spirit.  So as brothers and sisters in Christ we 

are all dependent on the same source – God in Jesus 

Christ. 

Our community springs solely from our justification to 

God through God’s grace.  We are all sinners who God in 
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Jesus Christ loves.  Just as Jesus exampled God’s peace 

for all of us – we are meant to live in harmony and the 

peace of God in this place.  It is the reason that we pass 

the peace every Sunday when we are together– it is a 

way of saying – I belong to you, I need you as my 

brother and sister in Christ and I want to live in peace 

with you. 

As members of a church we can get disillusioned by the 

church because we have an idea in our minds of what 

Christian community ought to look like.  Bonhoeffer tells 

us that to love community is to love people in their sinful 

state – to love them even when they hurt you – to love 

them even when they disappoint you.  Congressman John 

Lewis said this too.  For when we see another sin – we 

are reminded not only of our brother or sisters’ sin but 

our own sin which has been forgiven in Jesus Christ.   

It does not mean that churches, even the best of 

churches do not experience conflict.  Healthy churches 

know how to resolve conflict and learn from it. 

When our communities of faith become places of healing 

and reconciliation then people come to the Lord and the 

church becomes a community of grace.  Youth are given 

the ability to see themselves as missionaries and pastors. 

Children see themselves as worthy and to be who they 

are. People discover that they have a family much larger 

than the family they experience at home.  Together, as 

one, we work for God’s justice and peace and together 

we build the reign of God.  People feel the presence of 

God as they enter this place so that we sing: 
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Surely the presence of the Lord is in this place. 

I can feel God's mighty power and God's grace. 

I can hear the brush of angel's wings, 

I see glory on each face. 

Surely the presence of the Lord is in this place. 

In know that the PCO is and will continue becoming a 

community of grace even as you practice the teaching of 

Jesus, even as you may at times work through your own 

times of conflict. 

Amen 

 

 


