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Try to picture this.  You and another member of the church are in a dispute over who owns a piece of property.  Out of the blue, you get a phone call from me telling you to relinquish the deed of the property to the other person or risk being removed from the church roles.
My guess is that your response would not be publishable in the church bulletin and we’d probably never see you again.  It wouldn’t even surprise me to get a letter from your lawyer suggesting that I may have overstepped my bounds and that I should  … well you get the idea.

And yet, Matthew 18 tells us that Jesus expects no less from his followers and the leaders of the church.  Whatever the church binds on earth is bound in heaven.  So, if the church is being the church, it is to be the final arbitrator of all disputes between Christian.

I think that most of us, as we read that, have a visceral response.  “Ya, like that would happen”.  Maybe that worked in the 1st and second centuries.  We saw what happened when the church was also the judicial system during the 14th through 16th centuries.  Remember the rack and iron maiden?

I searched the internet for groups that literaly live out Matthew 18.  There seems to be quite a movement out there in some of our more evangelical and fundamentalist (not meant as a bad word) churches.  I have even read a book about Matthew 18 churches.

The examples make it very clear that if one is a member of a church, they are to submit themselves to the process described in Matthew 18 in all matters.  They expect Christians to handle disagreements of both a monetary or material issue as well as personal issues one on one.  If that doesn’t work, the aggrieved person is to bring one or two other people to the dispute.  Perhaps a mediator would come in at this point.  The next step is to bring it to the pastor or ruling committee who are to confront the other party and demand redress for the hurt party.

Then comes the really hard part.  If the person seen to be at fault refuses to do what the church tells him to do, they are to be kicked out of the church and treated as a non-believer which means not to associate, etc unless the purpose is to evangelize them and bring them back into the church.

They take this very seriously.  Some of the more vocal proponents go so far as to say that a church that does not require their members to follow Matthew 18 are in serious error and should, themselves, be considered non Christian gatherings.
I’m sorry.  I read Matthew 18 to be directed to the early church which existed as a community apart from the Jewish and Greek societies who would be persecuted through the regular judicial process.  That said, it is what it says.  This is a Gospel teaching from Jesus and we have to take it seriously.

Now, please don’t start bringing me contracts and such to resolve.  That would be a bad idea.  But what does Matthew 18 say to us at a higher level?

To me, Matthew 18 tells me that the church was to be the center of ones civil and social life.  Everything revolved around church.  There are still some examples that, frankly, we tend to think are extreme.  I know of churches that require tax returns from their members.  They are then assessed 10% of their adjusted gross income.  I know of churches that have kicked members out because they smoke, or drink, date inter-racially, speak in tongues, don’t speak in tongues.
I really doubt that many of you would support me if I started culling members because I disagreed with some aspect of their lives.

I also think there is a fundamental difference in how we view church than some of our brothers and sisters or the earlier church.  And that’s not always a good thing.

Jesus and the early church it seems to me, envisioned the Christian life after Pentecost to be one of strict community.  John writes about being in the world, but not of the world.  By the time Matthew was writing down his recollections of Jesus ministry he was probably already living as a separated community within Roman, Jewish or Greek civic centers.

Are we really ready to give up some of our autonomy to the leaders of a church even if we believe that those leaders are attune with the will of God and not seeking personal power or wealth? Maybe some day, but right now, churches are led by broken, fallible human beings.  It is a prime element of most post reformation churches that church councils, being made up of sinful people can and have erred.

Maybe if the church was truly being the church we could be a little more willing to give in to the will of God as interpreted by the Church.

This raises a point, though, about how we look at the authority of the church.  Jesus does tell the churches here in Matthew as well as in John, that the church has the authority and even the responsibility to bind sin and offer forgiveness.  By the grace of my ordination, I can and must grant and declare God’s pardon.

Frankly, though, where does the church fit into our lives?  Few of us tithe, meaning giving 10% of household income to the church.  Soccer, hockey, cheerleading and football practices are held the same time as church functions and we parents, me included, often choose other events over church events for our children.

While most couples want to get married in the church, when severe problems raise themselves and divorce becomes the seemingly only outcome, very few come to the church to ask for help.  I can’t tell you how many times I have read about a divorce in the church, not just this one, in the paper.

O, and don’t get me started on how often we hear after the fact that one of you has been in the hospital.

Look, I don’t want to know your finances.  I don’t want to act as an administrative law judge.  Not my gifts.  But sometimes it feels like too many people see the Church as a gathering of sort of like minded people that get together to pray and sing and to get a spiritual fill up to last you the two weeks between church services.  (A national poll says that Episcopalians tend to come to church somewhere between ½ and 1/3 of the time).

The church is the body of Christ and you are integral, vital, parts of that body.  You may see yourself as only a fingernail, but even so, if you’re not here we can’t scratch quite as well and it hurts.

Maybe the church needs to do a better job of exercising authority.  We, the Episcopal Church, is in a cycle where litigation and exclusionary actions are common place.  It’s not necessarily a really good model of getting along, let alone living into Matthew 18.

That’s not going to change if we relegate the church to a special compartment of our lives that we pull out on Sunday and maybe when a child is born or a loved one dies.  No, our faith and our religion needs to be an integral part of our lives.

I read the letters to the editor, masochist that I am, and it amazes me how often people say that ones faith shouldn’t influence their political decisions.  Fuhy.  If we take our faith seriously then it will influence everything we do.  We may have to act in a way that is contrary to our faith, but at least we have to know when we do that.

I don’t want a theocracy.  Ask Iran and Iraq how that’s working for them.  But I do want us to take our faith relationships seriously.

The church is the Body of Christ and the community of the faithful.  It’s not a social club nor a good works civic organization.  Jesus gave a tremendous amount of authority to the church and with it tremendous responsibility.  I cannot imagine that Jesus or any of the scriptural writers ever envisioned Christians not being part of a worshiping and guiding community.  I’m afraid in the rush to rectify the abuses of the medieval church, the communal nature of Christianity was lost to a personal relationship Christ.  I’m kind of a both/and sort of guy.  We need both.

The church can only be the church when her members and especially her leaders submit to the authority of Christ and strive to live into his image.  I fear we have swung too far one way.

With God’s grace and our active involvement, perhaps the church can win back the trust it has lost.  We need to remind ourselves and the leadership of our churches to take Matthew 18 seriously and accept the authority and responsibility with which Jesus entrusted us.
