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“Destabilized Foundation”

“For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.”

As I watched the destruction that has been left in the wake of the hurricanes that are affecting the southern
United States, I was reminded of storms that have impacted communities in which I have lived.  One of the
most destructive of these storms came upon my hometown in 1972, when a sudden storm caused a flash flood
that caused major damage to a large section of North Plainfield.  While our family home was on a hill and
unaffected by any storm damage, several families in our church suffered greatly from this unexpected natural
disaster (it also caused the death of four people, including a student in my high school class).  A team for the
church was organized to assist these families with the clean-up in the days after the flood, and when we
arrived at the first home on Glenside Place I was shocked to see that the rear foundation of the home had
caved in from the power of the flood waters, and mud had covered most of the basement floor.  Workers had
shored up the foundation with temporary beams so that the house didn’t collapse, and we spent several hours
digging out the mud and carrying it out through the gap where the foundation wall once stood.  I gained a new
understanding of the power of storms, and of how a destabilized foundation can cause the entire house to
collapse.

Any structure – from a humble home to a towering skyscraper – needs a strong foundation that gives the
building its solidity and helps it withstand whatever storms and threats come its way.  As this is true of physical
buildings, it is also important that any relationship that we seek to construct – marriage, family, friendships,
community – be established upon firm foundations of love, trust, respect, accountability, and other factors
that will allow what has been built to thrive and to withstand the inevitable threats and challenges that are a
reality in any realm of human existence.  If human interactions are not established upon strong foundations,
they can easily be destabilized and destroyed.

One of Jesus’ first actions following his baptism and temptation in the wilderness was to gather a community
of followers.  As he walks along the shores of the Sea of Galilee, he invites two sets of brothers – Simon and
Andrew, James and John – to “follow me, and I will make you fish for people.” (Matthew 4:19).  He continues to
extend this invitation to discipleship until he gathers the Twelve who travel with him and are eyewitnesses to
his preaching, teaching, and miracles.  Jesus gathers these followers nor for his own sake or for the time in
which he will live among them, but in order to establish the foundation of a community of believer that will
continue his work long after he ascends to the Father.  He calls this community the church, which is based on
the word ekklesia, “assembly.”  It will be the gathering of those who have been called through baptism,
empowered by the Holy Spirit, and sent forth to “proclaim the mighty acts of the one who called you out of
darkness into his marvelous light.” (1 Peter 2:9).  In response to Simon Peter’s declaration that Jesus is “the
Messiah, the son of the living God” (16:16), Jesus declares that Peter and his confession of faith will be the rock
upon which Jesus “will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it.” (16:18).  It is this
church that has continued to proclaim the Gospel of Jesus Christ throughout the centuries, the church that
remains “the assembly of all believers among whom the gospel is purely preached and the holy sacraments are
administered according to the gospel.” (Augsburg Confession, Article VII).

As Jesus establishes his church upon the firm foundation of faith with Christ himself as the cornerstone (1 Peter
2:7), our Lord is also aware of threats and challenges that might undermine and destabilize the church’s
foundation and threaten its very existence.  So in today’s Gospel lesson, Jesus teaches his disciples and those
who will be his followers in every generation how they are to deal with destabilizing threats to the foundations
of the Body of Christ.  Christ’s teachings are not general rules for personal relationships, but are teachings for



Christian congregational life, concerned with members who are guilty of serious sin and remain unrepentant
and disruptive participants in the life of Christ’s church.  They serve as a reminder that challenges to the
church’s existence and witness will come not only from outside the community, that often the most
destructive forces to the future of the church come from within its own body, when the works of the flesh take
precedence over the gifts of the Spirit within the faith community:

· “Now the works of the flesh are obvious: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery,
enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and
things like these.” – Galatians 5:19-21.

· “By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness,
gentleness, and self-control.” – Galatians 5:22-23.

Jesus begins his teaching with the instruction that “if another member of the church sins against you, go and
point out the fault when the two of you are alone.” (18:15).  The translation “member” obscures the
conception of the family nature of the church; adelphos more accurately means “brother or sister.”  Jesus does
not spell out specific sins that may qualify for such a response, but the fact that trivial matters are not in view
may be inferred by the seriousness of the penalty in 18:17, which are also seen in Paul’s instruction to the
Corinthians in his first letter: “But now I am writing to you not to associate with anyone who bears the name of
sister or brother who is sexually immoral or greedy, or is an idolater, reviler, drunkard, or robber.  Do not even
eat with such a one.” (1 Corinthians 5:11).  Although the sin is a matter of community concern, the private
conversation between offended and offender is to avoid embarrassment.

· “Commitment to the priority of life together in community does not mean lack of sensitivity to the
feelings of other persons, but precisely the opposite: only by such sensitivity and care can people live
together in the new family of God gathered in Jesus.” – M. Eugene Boring.

Unresolved conflict cannot be allowed to happen in a silent corner, “behind closed doors where differences in
power can overwhelm the weak.” (Eric Barreto).  Neither should it happen in whispered rumors, in “parking lot
meetings” where the corrosive effect of gossip can further undermine the foundation of the community.  As in
all circumstances of the church’s life, the goal of such an interaction is reconciliation; for “if the member listens
to you, you have regained that one.”

· “Oh, if we would only busy ourselves with this noble work, how easily we could atone for our sins,
even in the absence of much else!  Even if we sin again, God will say, ‘This one has covered up and
forgiven his neighbor’s guilt.  Gather around, all you creatures, and in turn cover up his sin.  This one’s
sin shall not be remembered forever.’” – Martin Luther, “Exposition on the Lord’s Prayer.”

The offended person or community is to take the initiative; in some cases, the offender may be unaware of the
offense.  If the one-to-one encounter leaves the offending party unrepentant, the offended member attempts
to resolve the problem by taking one or two fellow members of the congregation as “witnesses”: “But if you
are not listened to, take one or two others along with you, so that every word may be confirmed by the
evidence of two or three witnesses.” (18:16).  What Jesus is proposing is not a new teaching, but is in keeping
with the teaching of the Torah in the book of Deuteronomy:

· “A single witness shall not suffice to convict a person of any crime or wrongdoing in connection with
any offense that may be committed.  Only on the evidence of two or three witnesses shall a charge be
sustained.” – Deuteronomy 19:15.

Once again, the goal of this encounter is reconciliation, where the offending party seeks forgiveness that is to
be granted by those who have been justified by grace through faith in Jesus Christ: “Bear with one another and,



if anyone has a complaint against another, forgive each other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also
must forgive.” (Colossians 3:13).

But what should the community do if the offending party remains stubbornly unrepentant?  It is then that the
church – the local congregation – become involved in the matter: “If the member refuses to listen to them, tell
it to the church; and if the offender refuses to listen even to the church, let such a one be to you as a Gentile and
a tax collector.” (18:17).  Cases of recalcitrant members who resist all private efforts to bring them to
repentance are brought before the congregation, and if they do not heed the congregation’s entreaty they are
expelled.  Such practices can be seen in the life of the early church as reflected in the letters of the New
Testament:

· “Take note of those who do not obey what we say in this letter; have nothing to do with them, so that
they may be ashamed.  Do not regard them as enemies, but warn them as believers.” – 2
Thessalonians 3:14-15.

Throughout this process, it is critical to pay heed to the Apostle’s warning that we are not to look upon another
member of the church as an enemy, even if they behavior is doing great harm to the congregation.  The goal of
this process is not only to maintain holiness within the Body of Christ but also “to bring straying members to an
awareness of their sins, to repentance, and eventually restoration.” (Eugene Boring).  As Peter was given
authority to make legal decisions for the church as a whole, so now the whole church is granted this authority
in matters of its own discipline: “Truly I tell you, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and
whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.” (18:18).  It is an authority that Christ entrusts to the
Church for the sake of the Church’s mission, that it maintains its firm foundations so that nothing might
destabilize or undermine the Church which has been called by Christ, gathered together in his name, and sent
forth to “let your light so shine before others that they may see your good works and glorify your Father in
heaven.” (Matthew 5:16).  This “Office of the Keys” has been entrusted to the church so it may call those
within and without the Church to repentance that leads to forgiveness, unlocking the bonds of sin that
imprison and enslave us:

· “The keys do not have the power to impose penalties or to institute rites of worship but only have the
command to remit the sins of those who are converted and to convict and excommunicate those who
refuse to be converted.  For just as ‘to loose’ means to forgive sins, so also ‘to bind’ means not to
forgive sins.” – Apology of the Augsburg Confession, Article XII: Repentance.

The church that seeks to live faithfully as the Body of Christ and takes seriously its stewardship of the Church of
Jesus Christ, which includes dealing with anything that seeks to destabilize or undermine the mission and
ministry of the Church, has the assurance of the continuing presence of Christ in the Church’s mission.  This
assurance is proclaimed at both the beginning and end of Matthew’s Gospel: 

· “Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel, which means, ‘God
is with us.’” – 1:23.

· “And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” – 28:20.

Here, Jesus applies this assurance to the particular case of the church’s making its disciplinary decisions.  God’s
people have the assurance of Christ’s presence whenever they gather in his name; for “where two or three
gather together in my name, I am there.” (18:20).  

· “When two siblings in the faith concur so does God.  Wherever two or three gather, there God dwells. 
That is, these communities are sacred ground, which is precisely why conflict needs to be addressed



and precisely why divisive sisters or brothers cannot be allowed to tear God’s people apart.  How we
relate to one another in Christian community is a concern in God’s heart.” – Eric Barreto.

All of us have experienced the destructive power of unresolved conflicts; it can affect and destroy families,
communities, clubs, musical groups, and even the church.  Conflict in itself is not necessarily a negative force;
we all have differences of opinion and differing perspectives on a wide variety of issues.  In a healthy
environment, conflict can lead to an exchange of viewpoints that can shape decisions and allow people to hear
other perspectives.  Healthy conflict can allow people to test their own opinions and see things in a new light. 
Conflict, used properly, can be a source of change and growth.  But when conflict becomes unhealthy, when it
becomes a destructive force that destabilizes and undermines an organization, then it has to be addressed lest
its destructive powers lead to the organization’s demise.  Like a cancer that must be addressed before it
destroys the body, persons whose presence becomes a threat to the church must be confronted so that they
have an opportunity to repent, be forgiven, and have their relationship renewed.  While using words such as
excommunication are harsh and uncomfortable for church people, when the survival of the Body of Christ is at
stake it may be a difficult but necessary step that the Church needs to take so that its necessary mission of
proclaiming the Gospel of Jesus Christ might not be deterred.

· “In confession the breakthrough to community takes place.  Sin demands to have a man by himself.  It
withdraws him from the community.  The more isolated a person is, the more destructive will be the
power of sin over him, and the more deeply he becomes involved in it, the more disastrous is his
isolation.  Sin wants to remain unknown.  It shuns the light.  In the darkness of the unexpressed it
poisons the whole being of a person … The sin must be brought into the light.  The unexpressed must
be openly spoken and acknowledged.  All that is secret and hidden is made manifest.  It is a hard
struggle until the sin is openly admitted.  But God breaks gates of brass and bars of iron.” – Dietrich
Bonhoeffer, Life Together.

In all of our relationships and dealings within the Church, we must already remember that it is Christ’s Church –
not my church.  The Church is not our private possession, nor it is a mutual benefit society in which its
members and their needs and opinions are the primary concern.  We are the stewards of God’s Church, the
caretakers of what belongs to our Lord and Saviour.  Therefore, all that we say and do must be done in a
manner that is appropriate to those who have been entrusting with continuing the mission and ministry of
Christ through his Holy Church.  We must always remember that “to be Christian is to be bound together in
community; to pray is to say ‘Our Father,’ even in the privacy of our room.” (Eugene Boring).  We must always
remember that “the church’s one foundation is Jesus Christ her Lord,” that it is “on Christ the solid rock I stand;
all other ground is sinking sand.”

I will always remember how powerful were those destabilizing waters that took down those foundations in my
hometown.  As we pray that those who are experiencing these destructive, destabilizing forces in their homes
may find the strength and resources to rebuild, may we pray that God will strengthen us so that God’s Church
in our midst might have strong foundations that nothing and no one can destabilize, so that we might continue
to be God’s house of living stones build to share the good news of Jesus Christ with all people. Amen.


