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Two women in a congregation I once served had not 

spoken to each other for seven years. 

Let us call them Miriam and Ruth, because those are not 

their actual names. 

They sat on opposite sides of the sanctuary. Miriam sat 

near the front, where she could see everything. Ruth sat 

near the back, where she could leave without being 

noticed.  

They served on different committees. They attended 

different coffee hours whenever that could be arranged. If 

one volunteered for the Christmas bazaar on Friday, the 

other came on Saturday. 

Nobody remembered precisely how the conflict began. 

There had been a council meeting. There had been a 

disagreement about money. Someone had said something 

about someone’s family. Someone else had repeated it, but 

not quite accurately. An email was sent. Another email was 

forwarded. A third email was printed and brought to 

council as evidence. 

Eventually, the original injury disappeared beneath all the 

accounts of the injury. 



The congregation adapted. The conflict became church 

culture. 

This is one of the remarkable capacities of human 

communities. We learn to organize ourselves around what 

we refuse to address. We arrange the chairs around the 

absence. We adjust the schedule around the silence. We 

become so accustomed to the wound that we begin calling 

it tradition. 

Everyone knew that Miriam and Ruth did not speak. 

Nobody spoke about why Miriam and Ruth did not speak. 

And so the silence became a member of the congregation. 

It attended every worship service. It sat in on every 

meeting. It received every newsletter. It knew the words to 

the hymns. 

Into such silences, Jesus speaks: 

“If another member of the church sins against you, go and 

point out the fault when the two of you are alone.” 

This is one of those teachings that sounds simple until we 

try to practise it. 

Go to the person. 

Not to the person most likely to agree with you. Not to the 

person who already dislikes them. Not to the person who 



can be trusted to say, “You are completely right, and they 

are completely wrong.” 

Go to the person. 

This instruction honours the dignity of both people. Jesus 

assumes that the person who has harmed us is still capable 

of hearing. Jesus also assumes that we are capable of 

speaking without turning the other person into a monster. 

This does not mean that every confrontation is safe. Those 

who have suffered violence, coercion, or intimidation must 

never be required to meet privately with the person who 

harmed them.  

Safety may require distance, trusted advocates, 

professional support, or the involvement of appropriate 

authorities. Jesus is not asking the wounded to risk being 

wounded again, nor is he constructing a shelter for 

secrecy.  

He is teaching a community how to resist the seductions of 

humiliation, gossip, and revenge. 

Go first in private because reconciliation is not a 

performance. 

The purpose is not to win. The purpose is to regain a 

relationship. 

“If the member listens to you, you have regained that one.” 



Regained. 

It is a tender word. 

Not defeated. Not corrected. Not exposed. Regained. 

Jesus speaks as though conflict can cause us to lose one 

another. And perhaps that is exactly what happens. A 

person remains physically present, but something between 

us goes missing. Trust goes missing. Ease goes missing. 

Connection goes missing. 

Sometimes we even lose ourselves. 

We become the person who rehearses the argument in the 

shower. The person who writes imaginary emails at three 

in the morning. The person who can no longer hear the 

other’s name without tightening somewhere in the body. 

To regain another person does not mean returning to the 

way things were. Sometimes the way things were is what 

brought us here. Reconciliation is not pretending that 

nothing happened. Forgiveness is not divine amnesia. 

To regain someone is to discover whether a truthful 

relationship can still exist on the other side of what 

happened. 

Jesus knows that one conversation may not be enough. 

“If you are not listened to, take one or two others along 

with you.” 



Notice that the others are not recruited as reinforcements. 

Jesus does not say, “Gather several people who share your 

opinion and overwhelm the offender.” 

The others come so that truth does not depend upon a 

single account. They come because memory is 

complicated, power is uneven, and pain can distort what 

we see. They come to help the community listen. 

And if that does not work, Jesus says, tell it to the church. 

These words have sometimes been used to justify public 

shaming. But public shaming is easy. Faithful 

accountability is difficult. 

The church is not meant to be a courtroom where the 

righteous prosecute the unrighteous. The church is meant 

to be a community where nobody’s pain is made invisible 

and nobody’s humanity is made disposable. 

Even the person who refuses to listen is to be treated, 

Jesus says, “as a Gentile and a tax collector.” 

We often hear that as permission to exclude. 

But then we remember how Jesus treated Gentiles and tax 

collectors. 

He ate with them. 

He spoke with them. 



He crossed boundaries to find them. 

Matthew himself was a tax collector. 

So perhaps Jesus is not saying, “This person is now beyond 

love.” Perhaps he is saying, “The relationship has changed. 

Trust cannot be presumed. Boundaries may be necessary. 

But the work of love continues.” 

Love is not the absence of boundaries. 

Sometimes love IS the boundary. 

Sometimes the holiest sentence we can say is, “You may 

not treat me this way.” 

Sometimes the holiest sentence is, “I was wrong.” 

Sometimes the holiest sentence is, “I do not yet know how 

to forgive you.” 

And sometimes the holiest sentence is, “I am willing to 

begin.” 

Jesus then speaks of binding and loosing. 

“Whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and 

whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.” 

These are dangerous words because they tell us that what 

we do with one another matters to God. 



We bind people when we reduce them to the worst thing 

they have done. We bind ourselves when we decide that 

our pain is the only truth in the room. We bind 

communities when we pass old injuries from one 

generation to the next and call that faithfulness. 

But we can also bind ourselves to truth. 

We can bind ourselves to the protection of those who have 

been harmed. We can bind ourselves to accountability, 

repair, and changed behaviour. 

And we can loose. 

We can loosen the grip of an old story. We can release the 

need to be proven entirely innocent. We can let go of the 

fantasy that reconciliation requires complete agreement. 

This is holy work because it changes what becomes 

possible. 

One Sunday, after seven years, Miriam arrived late. 

Her usual seat near the front was occupied by visitors. The 

only available place was near the back, beside Ruth. 

The congregation seemed to hold its breath. 

Miriam stood in the aisle for a moment. Ruth looked at the 

empty space beside her. Then Ruth moved her coat. 

Miriam sat down. 



Nothing miraculous happened. The heavens did not open. 

No dove descended. They did not embrace during the 

passing of the peace. 

But when the offering plate reached them, Ruth handed it 

to Miriam. 

Miriam took it. 

Their hands touched. 

It was not reconciliation. Not yet. 

But perhaps it was the smallest possible beginning of one. 

“For where two or three are gathered in my name,” Jesus 

says, “I am there among them.” 

We often use these words when attendance is low, as 

though Jesus is offering reassurance to disappointed 

organizers. 

But in Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus says this in the middle of 

teaching about conflict. 

Where two or three gather to tell the truth, Christ is there. 

Where two or three gather to listen without rushing to 

judgment, Christ is there. 

Where two or three gather because a relationship has been 

wounded but not yet abandoned, Christ is there. 



Christ is not present only when we agree. 

Christ is present in the difficult space between injury and 

repair. Christ sits in the chair we would rather leave 

empty. Christ stands in the doorway while we decide 

whether to enter the conversation. 

Perhaps the church is not a place where conflict 

disappears. 

Perhaps the church is a place where conflict no longer has 

to become exile. 

A place where truth can be spoken without surrendering 

tenderness. 

A place where accountability can be practised without 

abandoning mercy. 

A place where the wounded are protected, the wrongdoer 

is called toward transformation, and nobody is reduced to 

a single story. 

We will not always regain one another. 

Some relationships cannot be restored. Some endings are 

necessary. Some distances are wise. 

But even then, Christ invites us not to surrender our 

humanity to hatred. 



There are already enough rooms arranged around 

unspoken wounds. 

There are already enough tables where absence has 

become tradition. 

Jesus calls us to another kind of gathering: two or three 

people, perhaps frightened, perhaps angry, perhaps 

uncertain, attempting to speak truthfully in the presence 

of love. 

And Christ says: 

I will be there. 

In the speaking. 

In the listening. 

In the boundary. 

In the apology. 

In the chair that has been moved just enough to make 

room. 

I will be there. 

Amen. 


