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“Parking Lot Meetings”

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

Parking lot meetings are exactly as they sound: meetings that take place outside of a building, usually after
a meeting or activity that has taken place inside.  They can simply be a time to exchange a few informal
greetings, or to share personal information, or to plan a future activity.  But there are also parking lot
meetings that are far more insidious and dangerous; these are meetings in which people say things that
were not said during the meeting that had just ended, times when people exchange disparaging words
about people or situations that had been discussed inside.  Parking lot meetings are often filled with gossip,
innuendo, scuttlebutt, vindictiveness, and ugliness.  They are a sign of dysfunction in the place where they
are occurring.

Sadly, the church is not immune to the curse of parking lot meetings.  I have witnessed them taking place in
the parking lots of several churches that I have serve as both pastor and interim pastor.  Some of these
congregations have passed rules directing their members not to engage in such gatherings on church
property, but all this does is relocate the meeting to another parking lot in town.  In spite of the teachings of
our faith that we should “love one another” and to “do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in
humility regard others as better than yourselves” (Philippians 2:3), many churches are finding themselves
under the curse of what transpires at parking lot meetings.

As much as such meetings must sadden the Lord of the Church who we believes abides with us always, I
don’t think these insidious gatherings would surprise Jesus.  He witnessed his disciples disagreeing among
themselves frequently, and there may also have been occasions in which a few of the disciples went off on
their own to engage in a first-century version of a parking lot meeting.  Jesus does not discourage
disagreement within the community of the church, knowing that people will come into the congregation with
different visions and opinions on where the Lord may be calling his people in this particular place.  Our Lord
acknowledges the reality of conflict and error, and in today’s Gospel lesson he offers his disciples a means
for addressing such matters.  These are not general rules for personal relationships, but church rules for
Christian congregational life, concerned with members whose sinfulness and disruptive behavior is affecting
the health and unity of the congregation.  The first step one is to take “if another member of the church sins
against you” is to speak to that person individually; this private conversation between offended and offender
is to avoid embarrassment and to deal with the circumstance directly and privately, in the hope that “if the
member listens to you, you have regained that one.” (18:15).  

· “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 by Jesus.” – Eugene Boring.

If the one-on-one encounter leaves the offending party unrepentant, the offended member attempts to
resolve the problem by taking “one or two others along with you,” two fellow members of the congregation
who will serve as witnesses as is prescribed in Deuteronomy 19:15: “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.”  This is meant to protect both the
alleged offender and the one who claims to be offended from misrepresentation.  Jesus roots his teaching
in the Jewish tradition of acts of reconciliation on behalf of the community:

· “You shall not hate in your heart anyone of your kin; you shall reprove your neighbor, or you will
incur guilt yourself.  You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against any of your people, but
you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the LORD.” – Leviticus 19:17-18.

· “My friends if anyone is detected in a transgression, you who have received the Spirit should restore
such a one in a spirit of gentleness.” – Galatians 6:1.



· “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.

If this smaller meeting does not resolve the issue, Jesus then instructs his followers to “tell it to the church.”
(18:17); “church” here refers to the local congregation.  Cases of recalcitrant members who resist all private
efforts to bring them to repentance are brought before the congregation, and if these persons do not heed
the congregation’s entreaty, they are expelled, regarded by the community as “a Gentile and a tax
collector,” two groups who were considered “outcasts” in contemporary society.  

· “The goal is not only to maintain the holiness of the insiders, but to bring straying members to an
awareness of their sins, to repentance, and eventually restoration.” – Boring.

The church that is given the power to make such decisions is assured by Jesus that they have the authority
to do so.  The authority previously given to Peter to make legal decisions for the church as a whole (16:9) is
here given to the congregation for 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.  Again, truly I tell you, if two of you agree on earth about anything you
ask, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven.” – 18:18-19.

Jesus ends his teaching with one of his most-frequently quoted – and misquoted – statements: “For where
two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.”  While many people refer to this for
assurance that our Lord is present among us no matter how small our worship gatherings may be (and this
of course true) this statement is clearly spoken in the context of matters of church discipline.  The Church
has the assurance of the continuing presence of Christ during the time of its mission (“And remember, I am
with you always, to the end of the age.” – 28:20), but here this assurance is applied to the particular case of
the church’s making its disciplinary decisions.  When the church gathers in Jesus’ name, Christ himself is
always present.

· “Thus by divine ordinance Christ himself as placed absolution in the mouths of his Christian
community and commanded us to absolve one another from sins.” – Martin Luther, Large
Catechism.

Jesus’ teaching continues to guide the church today as an antidote to the “parking lot meeting” mentality in
which unrepentant members of the congregation spread falsehoods and vitriol outside of legitimate
gatherings of the community and threaten the very survival of the church and its mission.  Too often, other
well-meaning leaders in the congregation allow such meeting to occur, not realizing the damage they are
causing.  Rick Morley points out how absurd and how dangerous such meetings and the nastiness that
occurs in them can be to a congregation that does not follow Jesus’ teaching on how to deal with such life-
threatening circumstances:

· “If another member of the church sins against you … just talk about them behind their back.  If
another member of the church sins against you … just call a bunch of people in the church to
complain about them.  You may even want to start a letter writing campaign against them.  If another
member of the church sins against you … just send them a nasty email.  Copy the clergy.  And while
you’re at it, cc the Bishop.  If another member of the church sins against you … don’t say anything. 
Just avoid them.  Unfriend them on Facebook.  And, if you can’t avoid them on Sunday, then just
leave the church.”  - www.rickmorley.com.

When this writer points each of these reactions out to us, we can see the absurdity of all of these
responses.  But how many of us have engaged in such behavior?  How many of us, instead of following
Jesus’ teaching to go directly to a person who has wronged you and speak to them privately, instead go
and talk behind their backs?  How many of us continue to denigrate this person to our friends in the parking
lot, or in the virtual parking lots that are all over the internet, instead of going to them with two or three other
members of the congregation?  How any of us send nasty emails, delete someone from our social media
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contact lists, or walk away from the community instead of using our God-given authority to bring about
reconciliation and unity within the Body of Christ?  If any of us has seen ourselves in any of these
scenarios, then the repentance that needs to occur within the church needs to occur first of all within
ourselves.

As Lutheran Christians, we are called to come in from the parking lot, to heed Jesus’ instructions on how we
are to deal with challenging circumstances that will occur within a congregation that is made up of sinful
human beings.  Our confessional writings guide us in how every generation of Lutheran churches is to
conduct its life together in faithfulness to Jesus Christ for the sake of the mission the Lord of the Church has
entrusted to us:

· “The keys are an office and authority given to the church by Christ to bind and loose sins – not only
the crude and notorious sins but also the subtle, secret ones that only God knows.  As it is written
[Ps. 19:12], ‘But who can detect such errors?’  And Paul himself complains in Romans 7:23 that with
his flesh he served the ‘law of sin.’  For it is not in our power but in God’s alone to judge which, how
great, and how many sins there are.  As it is written [Ps. 143:2), ‘Do not enter into judgment with you
servant, for no one living is righteous before you.’  And Paul also says in 1 Corinthians 4:4, ‘I am not
aware of anything against myself, but I am not thereby acquitted.’” – Smalcald Articles.

· “Moreover, the keys only have the power to bind and loose on earth according to Matthew 18:18.  As
we have said earlier, 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.” – Apology of the Augsburg Confession.

· “Thus the people involved are to be dealt with directly and not gossiped about behind their backs.  If
this does not help, bring the matter publicly before the community, either before the civil or the
ecclesiastical court… This is the right and proper way of dealing with and improving a wicked
person.  But if you gossip about someone in every corner and root around in the filth, no one will be
improved… If you are acting to improve your neighbor or out of love for the truth, you would not
sneak around in secret, shunning the light of day.” – Large Catechism.

Congregations of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Canada are called to follow Jesus’ teaching as they
deal with conflict and controversy in their midst.  The Model Constitution for Congregations states that
“discipline in the congregation shall be exercised in accordance with Matthew 18:15-18” and gives the
Congregation Council the authority to administer disciple, with the result that a person who has been found
guilty may be censured before the Council or congregation, suspended from membership “until evidence is
given of sufficient repentance and amendment,” and even “exclusion from membership and denial of the
sacraments.”  While this constitutional language may appear overly harsh and legalistic, it is in keeping with
Jesus’ teaching on how we deal with circumstances that are threatening the very health and survival of
Christ’ Church in a specific time and place.

· “Exactly what is church discipline?  In its broadest sense, it involves everything from the most basic
instruction that the new-born child of God receives – from the time of his conversion onward, all the
way to the radical ‘surgery’ sometimes required in the withholding of fellowship from impenitent
apostates… It is certainly not an act of revenge toward those who have fallen from the faith.  And it
must never be exercised in a haughty or malevolent manner.” – Wayne Jackson,
www.christiancourier.com.

We always have to keep in mind that even if discipline goes to its most extreme act of removing a person
from the fellowship of the church, that person is not considered lost and condemned.  They are a person
who is still beloved by God, one for whom Christ died on the Cross.  It is not by accident that Jesus instructs
his followers to “let such a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector,” for these “outcasts” of society
were to one to whom Jesus directed his attention and invited to be in his presence, much to the
consternation of the “respectable” people of society:

· “And as he sat at dinner in the house, many tax collectors and sinners came and were sitting with
him and his disciples.  When the Pharisees saw this, they said to his disciples, ‘Why does your
teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners?’  But when he heard this, he said, ‘Those who are well
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have no need of a physician, but those who are sick.  Go and learn what this means, ‘I desire mercy,
not sacrifice.’  For I have come to call not the righteous but sinners.’” – Matthew 9:10-13.

In this as in all circumstances of its life and mission, the church is to be about the task of reconciliation –
healing all wounds, bridging all chasms, and bringing together all who have been lost and alienated.  Even
when it is faced with having to call a difficult member of the community to task, it must always be done in
love and with the intention of calling this person to repentance, to turn back from patterns of living that are
destructive to themselves and others and to “return to the Lord your God, for he is gracious and merciful,
slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, and relents from punishing.” (Joel 2:13).  The church must
call its members out of the parking lot, away from the chat rooms, to put down the IM devices and to be the
community that loves each other, is concerned for each other, and reproves each other with the intention of
restoring the health and wholeness of the Church which must be the Body of Christ for the sake of the
world.

· “But it is the grace of the Gospel … that it confronts us with the truth and says, you are a sinner, a
great desperate sinner; now come, as the sinner that you are, to the God who loves you.  He wants
you as you are; He does not want anything from you, a sacrifice, a work; He wants you alone.  ‘My
son, give me thine heart’ (Proverbs 23:26).  God has come to you to save the sinner.  Be glad!  This
message of liberation through truth.  You can hide nothing from God.  The mask you wear before
men will do you no good before Him.  He wants to see you as you are, He wants to be gracious to
you.  You do not have to go on lying to yourself and your brothers, as if you were without sin; you
can dare to be a sinner.  Thank God for that; He loves the sinner but He hates sin.” – Dietrich
Bonhoeffer, Life Together.

At the conclusion of worship this morning, many of you will greet your friends and relatives outside of this
building.  You may have conversations in the parking lot, sharing the latest news and making plans for the
week.  There’s nothing wrong with these gatherings; but when we engage in “parking lot meetings,” when
we talk behind other people’s backs, spread falsehood and gossip, and engage in conversations that are
destructive to others and especially to the church, then we need to be called inside and called to
repentance.  Both within and outside of these walls, may the words of our mouths and the meditations of
our hearts always be acceptable to the one who is our Rock and Redeemer, who calls us in all of our
thoughts, words and deeds to love one another as our Lord has loved us. Amen.


