
September 10, 2017  Healthy Community Smooths Our Rough Edges  Matthew 18:15-20 

Caledon East United Church    Rev. Ross Leckie 

 

    Here is a passage of Scripture for those people who say, I don’t need to go to church to 

be a Christian.  I can worship God on the golf course.  I can feel God’s presence when 

I’m out sailing my boat on Georgian Bay.  I would not deny anyone that reality.  But, 

here in the 18th chapter of Matthew, Jesus underlines the importance of Christian 

community.  Speaking to his disciples, Jesus lets them know that their faith is not a 

private matter, something they can go off by themselves and enjoy all alone under a tree.  

Life in Christ is a community affair, something that happens when two or three are 

gathered together in his name.  That is when he promises to be in their midst, and not 

when they are off by themselves feeling holy.  Jesus lets them know that they need each 

other---not only for practical reasons but for spiritual reasons too. 

    For my father’s 80th birthday I decided to buy him a print, a piece of artwork that 

spoke to his roots on the farm.  We happened to be in St. Jacob’s at the time and I saw 

this print called, “Teamwork.”  If you use your imagination a bit, it could be my father up 

on a wagon pulled by two horses.  Others are loading sheaves of grain on to the wagon.  

There is a farmhouse in the background and the hints of history you get in the picture 

lead you to believe it was the time of threshing.  And I’ve heard some great stories from 

my dad of when the “Leckie brothers” (cousins in the previous generation) brought the 

threshing machine around from farm to farm.  My dad and his brothers would be hired to 

help with the work of binding the sheaves and “feeding them in to the threshing 

machine.” 

    Just last week we had the Dufferin-Peel ploughing match hosted at the Wright family 

farm on Innes Lake road.  There at the match were three families of different generations 

working together to put on that event.  And that is what they do together year in and year 

out, bringing in the harvest together.   

    Jesus taught us that we need each other like brothers and sisters need each other, 

reminding us that we belong to one family. 

    When families work right, they are God’s way of teaching us important things, like 

how to share and how to work together and how to take care of one another.  Writer, 

Barbara Brown Taylor suggests, “ a healthy family has a way of smoothing our rough 

edges by making us rub against each other, like tumbling pebbles in a jar.”  Living with 

other people, we learn that we cannot have everything our own way.  We learn to 

compromise, giving up some of the things we want so that other people can have some of 

the things they want, and while it is never easy, learning this give and take is part of 

learning how to be fully human. 

    Another thing that Taylor suggests is that living in a family can teach you how to fight, 

with brothers and sisters to practice on.  I didn’t have that advantage, being an “only” 

child.  Yes, I was surrounded by a rather large group of extended family, with cousins 

galore, but not having siblings, means learning those things at a different stage, in a 

different way.  When I began to date Jean who has four sisters I saw some of the 

dynamics that take place between siblings.  I remember one story that Jean has shared 

about her relationship with one of her youngest sisters who is 5 years younger than her.  

Pat had taken something of Jean’s from her bedroom and broken it.  No doubt that wasn’t 

the only thing that had happened in that day.  In retaliation, Jean chased her outside with 



a great deal of anger and pushed her down on the ground.  It was only later that Jean 

realized how much she could have hurt her and how she regretted that her anger had 

become that intense.  It was a household where they knew how to fight, but also knew 

how to make up, forgetting their differences and forgiving one another for the mean 

things they had at times done to one another. 

    I’ve seen similar between my own three children.  When they were younger I thought 

at times that they were going to kill one another.  But soon enough the drama would pass 

and they would soon be laughing together.  Most of the time, I now see them as young 

adults, close knit, leaning on one another, looking beyond one another’s faults, barely 

able to keep a secret from one another. 

    Not everyone has such memories of growing up.  Sometimes families are not schools 

of patience and forgiveness but reformatories where rules are more important than people 

and where the first rule is silence about anything unpleasant or untoward.  If you cannot 

say something nice do not say anything at all, and if you have a problem with someone, 

keep it to yourself, because harmony-rather the illusion of harmony is more important 

than telling the truth, more important than your feelings, and more important than you. 

    In today’s reading Jesus lets us know that the Christian family does not work that way, 

that in the household of God, when your brother sins against you, you must go and talk to 

him, and if that does not work you must keep going back---taking other people with you 

next time---doing everything in your power to get your brother back again. 

    Jesus’ advice is unique.  First, he puts the burden on the person who is sinned against.  

Second, he seems less interested in who is right and who is wrong than he is in getting 

the family back together again.  The important thing is that we listen to one another and 

not give up too easily.   

 This is not easy advice and it is often not easy to follow through on Jesus’ 

solution to end the dilemma.  Let’s run through an example of this- 

    Let us imagine that you sit in a pew next to Joe, whom you get to know rather well and 

one day in September he asks if he can borrow your lawn mower because his is at the 

repair shop. 

    Sure, you say, full of good Christian cheer, and Joe says he will bring it back in a 

week.  But the week passes, and then another week, until you finally call Joe and ask him 

if you can have your lawn mower back (after all now your grass is longer than you can 

tolerate).  Then Joe tells you the story-he loaned your lawn mower to someone else who 

has backed over it in his truck and so the lawn mower is no more.  Joe just considers this 

a piece of bad luck that the two of you share, but you consider that you have been 

wronged. 

    So the first thing you do is to go over to Joe’s by yourself and talk it over with him, 

offering to take half of what the lawn mower was worth for the sake of the friendship, but 

Joe is offended.  Can he help it if the guy ran over the lawn mower with his truck?  He 

says these things happen, and he is sorry it happened to you, but that does not make it his 

fault.  So you go home, open the church directory at random, and call the first two names 

you see, asking them to go back to Joe’s with you and help you work things out with him. 

    Next day after work the three of you knock on Joe’s door.  He is surprised to see you 

and gets mad when you tell him why you are there.  What are you trying to do, gang up 

on him?  Drag his name through the mud?  Standing there on the porch, you start to tell 

him that you have reconsidered, that you are willing to report the loss of the lawn mower 



to your insurance company if Joe will just tell them what happened, but before you can 

finish your speech Joe tells you to get off  his property before he calls the police, and then 

he shuts the door in your face. 

    What do you do next?  You guessed it: You email everyone in the church and ask them 

to meet you at Joe’s house next Saturday morning.  Since you doubt that he will answer 

the door, you make signs he can read through his windows, signs that say, “Forget the 

lawn mower, Joe” and “We are your friends” or “Come out and talk.”  On Saturday 

everyone is there, milling around on Joe’s front lawn, carrying their signs and watching 

the house, which is as dark and still as a tomb.  Nothing happens for twenty minutes or 

so, but then you see one slat of the venetian blinds pulled back, and while you cannot see 

Joe you know that he can see you, so you wave and smile and beckon him to come out.  

Then the slat pops back into place and nothing happens for another twenty minutes, until 

you look up and see Joe standing sheepishly on his front porch, a cheque for the lawn 

mower in his hand.  The crowd cheers, you and Joe embrace, and everyone lives happily 

ever after.  The End. 

    I know you are saying-like that would ever happen.  I have never been a part of 

something exactly like that.  When someone crosses me, I don’t exactly operate in that 

way and perhaps you don’t either.  I’m more likely to pretend nothing happened.  Forget 

the lawn mower, the pruning sheers, the umbrella.  Maybe he will bring it back someday; 

maybe you will not have to ask.  Meanwhile, it is awkward to be around him, but that is 

better than a fight.  Ignore it and it will go away, or you won’t have to think about it. 

    Or you give that person the cold shoulder.  You don’t tell the other person what is 

bothering you because that would be impolite, so you just shun the offender---not only 

Joe but anyone you disagree with.  Just X them out of your mind, and when you walk 

past them you just ignore them.  It never occurs to you to ask them about what really 

happened between the two of you because you already know.  They were in the wrong.  

It’s up to them to fix it. 

    Or perhaps you take the third option-revenge-where you never admit any ill will 

toward someone but you let it leak out all over the place, never missing an opportunity to 

question the other person’s character or tell a little joke at their expense.  You embark on 

a private smear campaign, telling yourself that it makes you feel better, when in truth it 

doesn’t really do anything but make you more bitter. 

    Brown-Taylor sums the learning of this Scripture passage in this way.  Even when we 

are the ones who have been hurt, even when everything in us wants to fight back-still we 

are called to community with one another, to act like the family we are.  That is how we 

know God and how God knows us.  That is what we are called to do: to confront and 

make up, to forgive and seek forgiveness, to heal and be healed-to throw a block party 

smack in the deserted centre, where people have abandoned one another, and fill that 

place with such music and laughter, such merriment and mutual affection that all the far-

flung residents come creeping in from their distant outposts to see what the fuss, the light, 

the joy is all about. 

 Thanks be to God! 
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