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15th Sunday after the Pentecost  Sept. 13, 2020 
Trinity UMC   Rev. Geri Hamlen 

 
We have been reading from Paul’s letter to the Romans these last few weeks.  

Starting next week, I will turn to Paul’s letter to the Philippians.   So I’m going to use this 
Sunday as a pivot point where we return to the Gospel of Matthew to hear what Jesus 
says to us about how to be the church.   

Let’s remember that Jesus did not come JUST to heal and inspire us as 
individuals with our personal problems and difficulties. 
No, Jesus came to also save the Nations—which is a really big project! 
And, Jesus came to create the Church.    
Yes, Jesus knew during his ministry on earth that in good time,  
the believers, his followers would gather together in communities of faith…Just like we 
have here at Trinity.    

And Jesus offered these words of wisdom and instruction to us, knowing that we 
would have challenges with each other, in spite of all that we have in common.  Jesus 
gives us 3 gifts in a short set of verses and I’ll count them off for you.      
Hear these words from Matthew 18: 15 – 22, the Message interpretation of Eugene 
Peterson.   
 
Scripture Reading        Matthew 18: 15 – 22  (The Message) 

 Instructions #1   What to do when someone from Church hurts your feelings or 
makes you unhappy.  
15-17 “If a fellow believer hurts you, go and tell him—work it out between the two of you. 
If he listens, you’ve made a friend.  
If he won’t listen, take one or two others along 

 so that the presence of witnesses will keep things honest, and try again. 
If he still won’t listen, tell the church. 
If he won’t listen to the church, you’ll have to start over from scratch,  

confront him with the need for repentance, and offer again God’s forgiving love. 
 

Instructions #2   What to do when you don’t feel like going to church and/or 
don’t want to talk to people at church anymore.  

 
“Take this most seriously: 
 A yes on earth is yes in heaven; a no on earth is no in heaven.  
What you say to one another is eternal. I mean this.  
When two of you get together on anything at all on earth and make a prayer of it,  

my Father in heaven goes into action.  
And when two or three of you are together because of me,  

you can be sure that I’ll be there.” 
 

Instructions #3   What to do when you feel damaged by and even angry at 
someone from church because of what they said or did, or didn’t say or didn’t do.   

 

21 At that point Peter got up the nerve to ask, “Master, how many times do I forgive a 
brother or sister who hurts me? Seven?” 
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22 Jesus replied, “Seven! Hardly. Try seventy times seven.” 
The words of God for the people of God. 
     Thanks be to God.  

 
Message      ‘From the Inside Out’ 
 
I have spent this week looking at these 3 instructions from Jesus. Looking for a common 
theme that ties them all together.     
 
The first thing I saw was Jesus was telling us…to find a way to love our neighbors as 
ourselves.   That has come up these last 2 weeks…the most compelling law of all is to 
Love the Lord your God and love your neighbor as yourself.   Remember how Paul 
said…feed your enemies and give them drink.   Consider the present times and what 
needs to be done now for God’s project here on earth, in spite of the violence that we 
see around us.  
 
And then, as the week went by, I started to see that what these 3 instructions have in 
common is that they are all telling us is that in order to Love each other well, we need to 
Stay Connected.   Because the temptation to disconnect is strong,  

when we get into difficult situations with each other.  
 

1. When people hurt our feelings, we don’t usually want to have anything more to 
do with them.   It’s easier to just stay away from them.  But that doesn’t ‘fix’ the 
problem, does it?  So Jesus first instruction to us is to go and talk with them.   
Stay Connected.  Bring friends along if needed.  And maybe even start the 
relationship over again, sharing God’s forgiving love and assuring that person 
that we all need God’s help to be and to do what God wants us to do.   

 
2. When we disagree with someone’s (make a list!) lifestyle, sense of humor, 

politics, Facebook post, mannerisms, wearing a mask or not…a customary 
response is to Just Say No to being around that person.  Disconnect.    

Or, if you do find yourself with people you have an argument with about 
something,   it’s often easier to just steer the conversation to simple things like 
weather.  Or sports.  Or to talk about someone else’s problems.  Those types of 
conversations look like connection but they are a watery and weak imitation.  Social 
chit-chat is a slender thread that doesn’t create unity, reconciliation, love or 
understanding of each other.  Jesus tells us that when 2 or 3 are gathered 
together…Jesus is there too.  Not to talk about the weather so much as present to 
urge you to speak truth to each other.   Hoping you will speak with sincerity and 
integrity because that’s when healing and hope are born.     

 
3.And then there are times, yes, even at church, when someone does something 
really outrageous…that causes real damage to us in some way.   Isn’t it easier at 
times like that to just walk away—or even run away and hide--rather than forgiving 
them over and over again?  Seven times 70 times?    
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I trust you know that Jesus does not intend for you to be mistreated in any way.  If 
someone is hurting you in some way, yes, even at Church, then getting out of harm’s 
way can be the best thing to do.   
 
Just know, however, that even people who remove themselves from hurtful situations, 
sometimes stay connected to the people and the situation of pain.  They are connected 
by fear or anxiety.  By anger.  By the desire to get even.   Wishing harm on others who 
you don’t even see anymore is like that old saying   ‘ Holding on to anger, or 
resentment, or grudges, or dreams of revenge is like Eating rat poison and waiting for 
the rat to die.’   It doesn’t work that way. 
And Jesus tells us…forgive so that you can feel better and be set free.   
 
I am thankful for these instructions from Jesus.   If we didn’t know how to love each 
other and stay connected, how would a church survive the inevitable aches and pains 
and friction of one person rubbing against another?  We need these words to guide us.  
 
Like so much of what Jesus tells us, this is easier said than done.  But the need to stay 
connected creates the opportunity for us to grow in our relationship with God first.   And 
then with each other.   Does that sound familiar?   Visual  Nurturing Community/God 
Discovery and Self-discover 
 
The difficulty of challenging relationships gives us the training ground on which to 
practice forgiving.  To practice staying connected.  To practice discovering ourselves 
and drawing closer to God.   
 
One author I read this week made me think that Church can be described as ‘heaven’s 
workshop.  Heaven’s womb.’i  It’s in Church that we learn how to be angels here on 
earth!  If not angels, at least we can learn how to reflect and share the Love of God as 
Jesus has taught us to do.  So that we stay connected. 
 
The challenge of difficult relationships within the church, gives us the chance to figure 
out how to deal with what look like impossible relationships in the rest of our lives.   And 
that’s really important because the world, right now, and always, needs the followers of 
Jesus to show how Connection is so much more valuable than partisanship, nationalism 
and tribalism. 
 
The world needs, right now and always, for the followers of Jesus to demonstrate, by 
words and actions, how relationships of caring and concern are so much more profitable 
than competition and triumphant power seeking.    
 
Flannery O’Connor    ‘I think that the Church is the only thing that is going to make the 

terrible world we are coming to endurable; the only thing that makes the Church 

endurable is that somehow she is the body of Christ and that on this we are fed.   It 

seems to be a fact that you have to suffer as much from the Church as for it but if you 

believe in the divinity of Christ, you have to cherish the world at the same time that you 

struggle to endure it.’ii    
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Jesus gave us instructions to learn and to follow…not just so that our church people 
would not only endure but also survive conflict and disagreement—although that’s a 
good thing, of course.   
Jesus also gave us these instructions to learn and follow…in order to cherish and serve 
the world.  
We start learning these things inside the church building and then we carry them 
outside the doors:  To share God’s love with those who need it just as much as we do.  
 
Yes, our Church can be a place for learning how to do that kind of work from the inside 
out.    
When our feelings are hurt by someone at church, when we disagree with someone at 
church, when someone at church hurts us:   We’ve got our work cut out for us.  
 

Ideally, Churches would teach the children, the teens, the adults how to do: 
Self examination.   How to ask What’s my part in this and how did I contribute to it?   

Ideally, Churches would teach the children, the teens, the adults how to do: 
God examination   What would God have preferred I do?  What does Jesus teach us?   

Ideally, Churches would be safe places for us to entertain the idea and to 
become Open to the possibility that maybe you, or I, or all of us had a role to play in the 
unkind, unpleasant, unhappy and disturbing event. 

Ideally, Churches would show us how to repent, change, apologize if necessary.   
And, teach us that before requiring someone else to change or apologize…be sure that 
it’s not us who has done something wrong or hurtful.  
 
Don’t those sound like good things to do?  
The SPRC here at Trinity has the responsibility for addressing conflicts between 
parishioners, with Pastor, with those who get paid for their services.   They do the best 
they can as each situation comes up, but in truth, here at Trinity, we don’t really have a 
complaint/conflict resolution/mediation process in place for when there are hurt feelings, 
disagreements, anger and resentments.    
 
Some churches do, you know.   They take some time to put together procedures—
drawing on Matthew 18 for help.   The Michigan Conference even has a template and 
yes, a workshop, yes, that Naomi Garcia sometimes does…to help the Staff Parish 
Committee put together a step-by-step process that acknowledges that people are 
going to have trouble with each other sometimes.   And there are productive ways to 
work through those troubles.   A process so that ignoring the issue, keeping the pain a 
secret, pretending like everything is OK doesn’t create a bigger problem down the road.  
One church I know of made a poster:  No skeletons in our Closets!  Bring it out into the 
sunshine of God’s love! 
 
Maybe that’s a next step for us.  Maybe not.  I will let Staff Parish and the Church 
Council decide on that.    
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But I do want to remind you, as I have before, that the struggles of the world will find 
us…no matter how carefully we tip-toe around them.   Or how much we try to distance 
ourselves from them.    
Every era has its challenges.  Every era needs its share of Christians to share some 
light and love with the world.  I hope that you will continue to pray for God’s will to be 
done in so many situations right now.   The Denomination restructuring.  Racial justice 
being called out.   A Presidential campaign that has already gone on so long.   And of 
course the Pandemic.   
Wildfires and hurricanes.  All this and more…the world needs so much… 
 
Dorothy Day was a vibrant, Catholic social activist at the beginning of the 20th century in 
New York City.  She was influenced by Jacques Maritain, a Catholic Scholar who 
helped with drafting the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.iii   In his book True 
Humanism, she marked this passage… 
‘We are turning towards men to speak and act among them on the temporal plane, because 

by our faith, by our baptism, by our confirmation, tiny as we are, we have the vocation of 

infusing into the world, wheresoever we are, the sap and savor of Christianity.’iv 

We, as the Body of Christ, have a chance, to share the sap (the life blood of trees 
deeply rooted) and savor (the salt, the cinnamon, the garlic powder and the bbq sauce 
of God’s  love in this day and age.   As a Nurturing Community, we can learn how to 
handle our own fear, anxiety and hurt and anger with each other from the inside out.  
From inside this church, where we know that love abides.   
Where Jesus is present.   
Where the Holy Spirit will give us the power and the freedom to take what we learn 
inside…out into a world that so badly needs to know that it is possible to stay connected 
and loving in spite of ourselves.   
 
When we can figure out how to stay connected with each other within this community of 
faith,  we just might be able to show our family, friends and neighbors, our community 
and our nation, that God’s Kingdom can come and God’s will can be done, on earth as it 
is in Heaven.    Amen.  

 
 
 

 
i Galaxies revolve and dinosaurs breed and rain falls and people fall in love and uncles smoke cheap 

cigars and people lose their jobs and we all die –all for our good the finished product, God’s work of art, 

the Kingdom of heaven.  There’s nothing outside of heaven except hell.  Earth is not outside heaven; it is 

heaven’s workshop, heaven’s womb.     Peter Kreeft   Heaven:  The Heart’s Deepest Longing,  (jjkSF:  

Ignatius Press, 1989,) p. 72.   

ii Elie, Paul,  The Life You Save May be Your Own:  An American Pilgrimage, Farrar, Strauss, Giroux, New York, 2003, 
p. 265. 
iii https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jacques_Maritain 
iv Elie Paul, p. 237.  


