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Matthew 18:1-35
Lots of questions.  At least recently, Jesus is asking lots of questions:  Who do you say I am?  And today, here’s another question in verse 12:  What do you think?  What do you think?  Jesus tells us the story of the sheep who wandered away only to be gathered back in by that relentless, that relentlessly loving, shepherd. 

It’s interesting to note that in Luke’s gospel – where his emphasis is different – Luke tells us of the shepherd who loses the sheep – the sheep has been lost.  But here, for Matthew, that sheep has wandered away, has gone astray – this difference sets off warning bells in my head about what the parable means and why Matthew chooses to tell us this story here – at this point in the gospel, right in the middle of chapter 18 -- just before the famous section about church discipline.  So what do we have -- right after the story about a sheep that has wandered away, and the relentlessly loving shepherd, we hear what we are to do if one of us has wandered away.  What do you think?  What are we to do when one of us goes astray?  

This morning’s lesson is all about which perspective we take when someone else screws up.  Do we care more about finding the sin and removing the problem sinner, or do we care more about finding the sinner and carrying him back?  Which perspective do you take?
What, exactly, does Jesus say about church discipline?  First, go and show him his fault, just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have won your brother over.  But if he will not listen, take one or two others along, so that 'every matter may be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses.' – taken almost verbatim from the Torah in Deuteronomy.  If he refuses to listen to you, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, treat him as you would a pagan, meaning a Gentile, or a tax collector.  
And I’ve got to wonder here, what does Jesus say about how we are to treat tax collectors, and Gentiles?  You connect the dots.

Those of you who joined me for the study of Luke’s chapter 15, or for our Sunday evening Bible studies – you know I care about context.  I can’t think of a better example in the New Testament of how the context helps me understand the better meaning of this often misunderstood passage on church discipline.  
Consider your perspective.  This is a teaching not about how to eliminate the bad ones among us but how to reach out to those who have wandered away, and carry them back in.  
I am left to wonder why is it the church over so many years has developed the reputation for being a group of people dedicated to finding fault in others and then removing the faulty ones.  Find the sin, then remove the sinner.  When a more careful reading of this entire passage suggests Jesus had something entirely different in mind.  
What are we to do when someone – among us – one of us -- sins, or worse, sins against me or against you?  What do we do?  How are we to treat one of our brothers or sisters in the faith community who has gone astray?  Even when that one has gone astray by hurting you or me.  
Before we go too far here we should acknowledge that the kind of sin we are talking about is the more blatant kind.  Probably Jesus had in mind some sort of social sin that clearly affected others in the community -- this is someone who has gone astray, and probably someone who has made a pattern of their problem – we are not talking about everyday mistakes or blunders that we all regret.  This is a serious sin, one that needs to be addressed.  

But something tells us – because we have read the rest of Jesus’ teachings – a little voice in our head says – careful here, watch out, proceed with caution when we criticize another person’s moral or behavioral failings lest we are trapped by the I-see-your-speck-but-don’t-see-my-log dilemma.  Remember, the chapter begins with those disciples – bless their little hearts – asking who is the greatest in the Kingdom.  We know where that’s going.  Self-righteous arrogance is the first sin in this story.  We are guilty of being speck and log Christians too often.  
But here, let’s assume we’re talking about a person who really has a problem, a person who has really hurt us.  This is serious problem and we must respond.  OK.  But first, because of the context, we must notice this lesson really isn’t about that sinner, or even how bad the sin is.  This lesson is about you and me and how we treat that sinner.  This lesson is for the church.  If Jesus is the Christ, what kind of Christ is he, and what does it matter to the Church?
When we read these instructions in the context of Jesus teaching in the entire chapter we hear not a message about how we get rid of someone, but about how we restore someone.  Now, that sounds more like Jesus.  You see, the guidelines offered here by Jesus are not rules for how to ex-communicate, but how to re-communicate.  Not to punish and remove but to be honest and direct in order to win over the person, why? – to draw him or her back into community.  This is not about a Pharisaic attempt to purify ourselves by eliminating the bad.  This is about healing, about helping a wandering soul find her way back to the safety of our fold. 
A few weeks ago we began to ask those important questions.  First, who is the Christ?  We learned from the Apostle Peter that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God.  We also asked, what kind of Christ is Jesus?  We learned from Peter again that Jesus is the kind of Lord who invites us to follow him not just to the glorious victory, but through the hard choices we sometimes need to make.  We learned we can’t have the resurrection without the cross.  
And we began to ask, what difference does all this make for the Church?  What difference does it make to you and me today that Jesus is the Christ, and this same Jesus calls us – today’s church -- to a cross lifestyle, a sacrificial, serving lifestyle?  

Here in today’s gospel lesson – from this entire chapter 18 of Matthew’s gospel – we catch a glimpse of a new way of living, a Kingdom lifestyle, the day-to-day brass tacks of sacrificial living together in Christian community –  even when some of us are flawed, even when some of us make serious mistakes.  Even when someone right here sins against us – and offends us, hurts us.  What are we to do?
Go to that person privately, and genuinely hope for healing and restoration.  If that doesn’t work, take someone else along, not to attack or overwhelm or gang up, but to genuinely desire that the one who has wandered away will come to his or senses and return to us – to re-join the community.  If that doesn’t work bring in the church leaders.  And if that doesn’t work, if all that effort to love and restore doesn’t work, well then, we’re left with one option, we have no choice.  Jesus says in that case, you should treat that person the same way you’d treat a tax collector, or a Gentile pagan...oh, like them, huh?...those tax collectors and sinners, who, by the way, were welcomed by Jesus to join him around the table time and time again.  What does that tell you?  
We are a gathering people.  We are persistent gatherers.  Like any good family – and you know your family, like mine, we are flawed.  In the same way, with our flaws, even when we hurt each other we still hang together, we remain persistent gatherers – because that is our preferred perspective, our lifestyle, a Kingdom lifestyle – to gather in, to gather in even the flawed among us.  To go out and find them, and despite their flaws, gather them back in.  

As a gathering people, the first thing we say is, c’mon, join us.  It’s OK.  What you did was wrong, we all know it, you know it.  But c’mon anyway.  Join us.  You are a part of us.  Be a part of us again.  We left your place at the table for you. 
The Lord be with you.                   
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