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Hello Church!  

 How did your day begin? My day began when I was fully awake two hours before my 

alarm was set to go off. Mickey (our dog) and I watched the sunrise outside in our back yard 

while I drank my first cup of  coffee and he kept me safe. Last spring during the first lockdown, 

we did that most mornings. Then there were birds singing as part of  mating, a bird symphony. 

Occasionally we heard a semi-driver bringing essential goods in his truck shift as he crossed the 

I-94 bridge. Today, the traffic on I-94 was our background music and with just one nearby bird 

cawing over the engine hum of many drivers.  

 It seemed odd, but I cannot say that I preferred the symphony made by birds over the 

hum made by humans. our view of trees is one that seems to go with the bird symphony. 

Traffic hum and trees in the breeze is a combination one never sees in a nature video. Put side 

by side, the engine hum and the trees against the sunrise were quite the juxtaposition.  

 Juxtaposition is one a writer’s word for putting two ideas side by side that don’t always 

go together. Juxtaposition is a good word for the ideas we read this week’s Scripture selections 

for worship. Paul wrote about living in harmony with each other “. . . love one another; for the 

one who loves another has fulfilled the law.” (Romans 13:8) In the Gospel, Jesus and his 

closest disciples are walking to Jerusalem. Matthew, one of  those twelve, wrote down some of 

what Jesus told them about interpersonal conflict:  

Matthew 18: 15-20: “If  your brother or sister sins against you, go and correct them 

when you are alone together. If  they listen to you, then you’ve won over your brother 

or sister. But if  they won’t listen, take with you one or two others so that every word 

may be established by the mouth of  two or three witnesses. But if  they still won’t pay 

attention, report it to the church. If  they won’t pay attention even to the church, treat 

them as you would a Gentile and tax collector. I assure you that whatever you fasten on 

earth will be fastened in heaven. And whatever you loosen on earth will be loosened in 

heaven. Again, I assure you that if  two of  you agree on earth about anything you ask, 

then my Father who is in heaven will do it for you. For where two or three are gathered 

in my name, I’m there with them.” (underlining mine) 

 A wee bit of  unpacking in in order here. If  we assume that Jesus is an itinerant rabbi 

walking just his twelve disciples, they are a traveling synagogue. The phrase “brothers and 

sisters” that I underlined would be only the word “brother,” word used in some Greek 

manuscripts. Other Greek manuscripts use the Greek word for “church” here, among the 

Gospel writers only Matthew uses the word “church,” but there was no church until after the 



Resurrection and Pentecost. We now believe Matthew wrote his gospel for the church after the 

Resurrection and Pentecost at about the same time as the Roman occupation of  Jerusalem was 

coming to a catastrophic end in 70 A.D. Matthew had decades to ponder his notes from his 

time spent with Jesus before writing his gospel. He also knew he was writing to the church, 

and in his time the words “brother and sister’ were used by Christians about their fellowship 

with communion observed together around home dining tables. English translators who 

choose “brother and sister” are capturing that idea. If  only we knew we had the original 

manuscript so we knew which one was correct. 

 So which way should we choose to read it? Is it possible that we can hold all three 

translator choices in mind at the same time? And how do we do read Jesus’ specific teaching 

about our conflicts in a way that agrees with what Paul wrote to the Romans and what Jesus 

told the Pharisees was the Great Commandment?   

 No matter how you and I read, one thing stands out, Jesus was clearly talking about 

conflict in a relationship that was more intimate relationship that the one a person may have 

with a neighbor who is not a member of  their family. Putting this teaching of  Jesus side by side 

with “. . . love one another; for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law.” (Romans 13:8) 

is a juxtaposition, is a good deal like putting the sound of  vehicles on I-94 we can here with 

our ears together with view of trees and sky we can see with our eyes. Both can be real. Both 

can be true at the same time.  

 Generally, when we think about loving others, it is much more like putting the sound 

of  a bird symphony with the sight of  black lace made by trees set against the morning sky.  

But love as something Christians do is much more like the engine hum of the early morning 

commute set in this visible world created by God.  

 I prefer the “brothers and sisters” way of  reading this probably because I know a lot 

about families. My lifetime experience as a member of  a large family that is fairly complex was 

my springboard into my study focus on family systems theory for use in ministry in graduate 

school. Family life has taught me that it is very possible to both love someone and to be 

incredibly angry with him or her at the same time. Family systems theory gave me a way of  

navigating feelings of  anger and love with the same person much like a regional map can show 

you how to cross the St. Croix on I-94 so you can both live in Wisconsin and work in 

Minnesota.  

 One place where family systems theory is confirmed in the Gospels is here in Matthew 

18. Jesus gives us some very practical advice on love when we are angry with a person close to 

us. We approach them respectfully, especially without shaming. We try to work it out one on 



one, and if  we need help in our conflict we bring another person who loves both of  us into 

the conversation.  

 Of course, not every conflict can be resolved—that is another life lesson I learned by 

living in a large complex family. But in that case Jesus seems to advise that we go our separate 

ways and treat as each other would our neighbors the Gentile and tax collector. We even could 

paraphrase “Gentile or tax collector” into “Democrat/Republican or Packer/Viking fan.” Be 

respectful. Be kind. Vote your own conscience and cheer for the team that interests you most. 

 Yes, one does expect love to go with family harmony like one expects sunrise to go 

with birdsongs. But in loving each other as Christ loved us, sometimes love is the sound of  

human activity set in the world God created.  

 Today, let us pray for our own family conflicts.  

 Grace always abounds!  

 Rev. Dawn   


