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Fourteenth Sunday after Pentecost • September 10, 2017 
Ezekiel 33:7-11 • Psalm 119:33-40  •  Romans 13:8-14  •  Matthew 18:15-20 
 
For the past two Sundays, Jesus has been talking about power. About how Jesus’s power, the 

power of the cross, the power of forgiveness, the power of compassion, triumphs over evil. And 
even better, Jesus gives this power to his disciples and to all of us. Promises all of us the keys to the 
kingdom of heaven. It all sounds so good. 

And as long as Jesus is around, as long as Jesus is in charge, it is good. Because you have the 
promise of power with little to no real responsibility. You can always kick the hard decisions 
upstairs. But that changes. It changes after Jesus’s ascension when Jesus isn’t around to decide which 
sins to forgive, which towns to visit, which fights to pick. There comes a point when the disciples, 
the church, and all of us have to figure out what it means to live as Christ’s church in our own 
context: suburban New Jersey, 2017. What does it mean to be faithful to the gospel? What does it 
mean to be in mission? Who are the promises of God for? How should the community of believers 
function? 

The question of community is especially important. Community is a gift of God. It is 
important. It is good. We are the body of Christ, we need many different kinds of members. This is 
all fine and good. But community is also, how to put this, difficult? Whenever people say they like 
community, what they often mean is that they like the idea of community. Because actual 
community, community that brings together different kinds of people is hard. We come from 
different generations. We have different beliefs about God. We have different political 
commitments. We expect different things from the church.   

No surprise that the biggest barrier we face to inviting people to participate in the life of the 
church isn’t whether they believe in God or not. Whether people believe in God or not is number 
six or seven. (Brunch is number four or five.) The biggest hurdle is inviting people into community. 
It’s that community is difficult. It takes work. It doesn’t always make you feel good the way your 
Sunday morning mimosa does. And Matthew is fully aware of this. Matthew’s depiction of church 
doesn’t make community sound easy. Matthew describes the church as it was in the beginning, is 
now, and ever shall be, disagreement without end. 

For Matthew, the big question of community was how to deal with conflict. How do you 
deal with members who have slighted, abused, or taken advantage of other members. How do you 
deal with people whose actions prevent the church from being in mission? Do you bind them into 
the church or do you loose them and let them go elsewhere? In today’s gospel reading, Matthew 
offers what appears to be a step-by-step guide for this kind of thing. This kind of process for how 
you manage fighting within the community is called church discipline, and, thankfully, we don’t deal 
with it all that often.  

The question for us is less often a question of binding and loosening people than it is 
binding and loosening ideas, practices, and traditions. What do you do when ideas and traditions are 
preventing us from being in mission? When they have become “stumbling blocks” that keep people 
from hearing the gospel. In today’s gospel, Jesus says that “whatever you bind on earth will be 
bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.” Jesus invites us to bind 
ourselves to what proclaims good news and loose ourselves from everything that stands against 
God’s hopes for creation. Instead of telling them to hunker down and view the world with 
skepticism, Jesus says that being open to the work of the Holy Spirit means being open to change, 
being open to adaptation. 
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This probably sounds obvious to most of us. But it wasn’t so obvious to the believers in the 
early church. St. Paul, who we heard from in today’s reading form Romans thought that Jesus was 
coming back very, very soon. When Paul says that salvation is “nearer to us now than when we 
became believers,” he means nearer like counting down the days nearer. And there are moments in 
Paul’s writing where he seems to suggest that since Jesus is coming back soon, there’s no point in 
changing much. Just keep on doing what you’re doing. But in Matthew’s gospel, the community has 
realized that they have to deal with change and that means making tough choices. That merely sitting 
around and waiting for Jesus isn’t an effective witness to the gospel. That at some point, they have 
to start binding and loosening. Taking on new ideas, new traditions, and letting old ones go by the 
wayside.    

We’ve done a lot of this binding and loosening over the past few decades. Through our 
ecumenical agreements, we have bound ourselves to other Christian denominations through full 
communion partnerships. By celebrating the sacrament of Communion every week, we have bound 
ourselves to Christ where he promises to show up for us, at this table. And we have loosed ourselves 
from other things. We have loosed ourselves from some of Luther’s criticisms of the Catholic 
Church. We have loosed ourselves from the idea that only certain kinds of people can serve the 
church. These aren’t easy decisions to make. But they’re decisions that we’ve made together. That 
we’ve studied, discerned, prayed about. To be a church that seeks to speak God’s good news to the 
world we live in means that we are always in the process of binding and loosening. 

There’s always a temptation to do one or the other. One temptation is just to bind. Where 
you pick a date, be it 33 AD or 1517 or 1989 or whatever, and say that this is when the true church 
was. And to preserve whatever that was. To turn the church into a museum. But if all you do is 
loose, if all you do is say “no” to things, you’ll never have anything constructive to offer because 
you’ll have no center to what you do. In Matthew’s view, to be a church that no longer looks beyond 
itself for inspiration or within itself for shortcomings, is a church that is falling short of what God 
calls us to be.  

To be clear, this is a tall order. You might be thinking about giving the keys to the kingdom 
back to Jesus right about now. But don’t be afraid. Don’t get nervous, Jesus says. “Where two or 
three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.” Jesus promises to be present in the midst 
of this discerning, of this binding and loosening. In the center of our life together, trying to discern 
how God is calling us to live as God’s faithful people. That binding and loosening doesn’t take us 
farther away from Christ, it doesn’t water down or obscure our witness. That change, that 
discernment, Jesus says, is part of what you’re called to do. That change allows you to come closer 
to where God is at work in the world. When we have faith in Jesus’s promise to be present, we are 
loosening our fears and binding ourselves to God’s hopes for the future. 

Since we’re thinking about our program year today, I want to ask you a question to help you 
frame our work this year. When I talk with you all about Advent and how we’re doing in fulfilling 
our mission and where we want to go, the most common hope for the future I hear is We want more 
members. Now that’s good. That’s a perfectly fine response. That’s the most common response in 
mainline churches. But there’s an important follow-up question we have to ask. Which is Why? Why 
do we want more members?  

This isn’t a rhetorical question by the way; I really want you to think about it. Because we 
really can’t be in mission or do outreach or do, here’s that four letter word, evangelism, unless we 
have an answer to that question that works. It frames everything else we do. Because if we want 
more members to help us pay the bills, people will know that what we really want are their wallets. 
Or if we say we want more members with kids because they make the church feel more alive, people 
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will know that what we really want is to feel better about Advent’s future. Or if we say we want 
more members to help spread the workload, people will know that they’re welcome as long as 
they’re not too needy. There are a whole bunch of answers you hear to that question. But most of 
those answers, most of the ones that we hear, have to do with us, the people who are in here today. 
But as long as our answer is about meeting our own needs, we’ll be proclaiming a pretty watered-
down gospel. And people will be able to smell it a mile away. 

But as Matthew reminds us today, there is one answer to that question that works. That both 
lives up to our values and lets us minister to people out of love instead of anxiety. As Jesus puts it in 
today’s gospel reading, “Where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.” 
That Christ is present in our worship and in our life together. Why do we want more members? 
Why do we want more people to participate in the life of the church? Because we want more people 
to have an experience with the crucified and risen Christ. We want more people to hear the 
promises of baptism, the forgiveness of sins, the words Christ speaks at this table. We want people 
to know that they are loved by God so that they can love others the way Jesus does. Even if they 
don’t give. Even if they don’t have kids. Even if they don’t make our life together any easier.  

This gospel reading really isn’t about church conflict. If you try to use it as a step-by-step 
guide for solving conflict, it might work, it might not. But you’ll definitely miss what Matthew was 
so excited about: Christ’s presence among us. Washing us in the font, feeding us at the table, 
loosening us from anxiety, and binding us to himself so that we can bind ourselves to others.   

At first glance, today’s gospel seems like a bad fit for rally day. But it actually might work. 
Because it is one of only two places where the word “church” or ekklesia is used in the gospels. 
Which is interesting. Because you would think it would show up in the Great Commission, or the 
Beatitudes, or the Feeding of the Five Thousand or some kind of famous story. But, no, it shows up 
here. In a story about how in the ordinary work of the church. In our, binding and loosening, in our 
successes and failures, in our going out and coming in, Christ is present.  

 
Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


