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 Early in August, I was driving from Clear Lake cemetery back to Hudson after a 
funeral. Because of COVID, I was not carpooling with the funeral director as we used to do in 
“normal times,” but driving alone and singing loudly without the radio. It was a beautiful day 
and I passed acres and acres of corn on my way. My songs drifted into the opening song from 
Oklahoma!i Perhaps you too have started singing the opening song from Oklahoma! while 
driving through acres of corn on an August day?  

“O what a beautiful day . . . the corn is as high as an elephant’s eye . . ..” As I passed a 
good looking herd of beef cattle, my singing wandered off to “. . . one man ropes a cow with 
ease, the other one steals her butter and cheese, but that’s no reason why they can’t be friends. 
Territory folks should stick together, territory folks should all be pals. Cowman dance with the 
farmer’s daughter. Farmer dance with the rancher’s gal . . ..” 

 Why was that song in the score? I only memorized the score by watching the movie on 
TV many times with my mother as a teen, so I may not have the words memorized exactly as 
Rogers and Hammerstein wrote them. But as I noodled them out while driving through those 
acres of corn punctuated with an occasional herd of cattle, what hit me was that this song 
about cowmen and farmers, daughters and gals, was set in a conflict at a barn dance as the 
women were trying to get all the men to get along with each other.   

Usually my singing in the car alone sessions just fade away when I get to my own 
driveway, but this song’s line “. . . territory folks should all be pals . . .” came back this week as I 
was studying the scripture for this sermon.  

 The setting for our gospel reading is Jesus walking cross country with his disciples. 
Because Jesus was then an itinerant rabbi, as all twelve disciples were walking with him, they 
formed a traveling synagogue. As they walked, Jesus taught. According to my New Testament 
professor, Dr. Joel Green, the gospels of Matthew and Luke are the maximum length a 
manuscript could be with the writing technology of their time; so as we read Matthew we have 
to remember we may not have every word Jesus said but just what the Spirit inspired Matthew 
to include in his Gospel for our journeys with Christ. What was common knowledge then may 
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have been omitted for length and could now be useful to understand Christ better, now, such 
as it takes a minimum of twelve men and one rabbi to form a synagogue. 

 If there were a time machine that was as easy to drive as my car, I would like to travel to 
when and where Matthew was inspired to pick up his pen and write his Gospel. The common 
agreement among those who study how the Bible was written is that all the Gospels were 
written after Christ’s resurrection as the conflict between the Israelites and the Romans was 
growing increasingly more life threatening. As part of the Jewish synagogue movement, 
Christians were being persecuted and executed by the Romans. Of the twelve disciples who 
walked to Jerusalem with Jesus in Matthew 18, ten were executed by Roman officials for 
following Christ. Only John lived to die of natural causes. Most Bible scholars say the Gospels 
we have were written so the memories of people who were eyewitnesses to Jesus’ ministry 
could be preserved for us who were born after the Resurrection.  

 Many New Testament scholars also believe that Matthew’s gospel was written late in 
the same decade as Paul’s letter to the church in Rome from his prison cell. The bit we have 
here from Matthew’s own walk with Jesus are most likely memories Matthew found 
comforting and helpful as the earliest Christians were persecuted. When I am reading Bible 
scholars books to prepare sermons for my church, not only do I want to visit Matthew as he 
wrote, I would also like to time travel to hear Jesus for myself, and to visit Paul in prison write 
his version of the Great Commandment to the church in Rome, “Love your neighbor as 
yourself. Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore, love is the fulfilling of the law.”  

 The common link between Paul’s letter to the Romans and Matthew’s gospel to the 
Church at large, is that they both wrote about Christ’s command to love our neighbors for 
generations to come and that they both wrote during in a time of great conflict.  Both gave 
practical advice, especially Matthew when he wrote down what Jesus said about handling a 
specific interpersonal conflict. Neither Paul nor Matthew imagined that almost 2000 years after 
they wrote, three preachers on the other side of the world would find wisdom in their work for 
preaching a shared series of sermons during a time of great conflict where they served.  

 But that is exactly what we are doing as we preach this round-robin series of three 
sermons for our three churches. One consistent theme that both Rev. Jack Starr from Osceola 
United Methodist Church and Rev. Jeremy Deaner from New Richmond United Methodist 
Church preached is that discipleship is a conscious choice to accept the unconditional love of 
Christ and be his follower. As United Methodist pastors appointed to work collaboratively 
along the St. Croix River, we each serve a local church where folks live in Wisconsin and use a 
bridge to get to work in Minnesota. When we first decided to do our annual summer 
preaching round robin via the internet, we only knew that we were preaching in a time 
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influenced by the COVID-19 pandemic. It was after we had begun planning this virtual round 
robin that the racial tensions broke out in Minneapolis and swept across the country.  

 Like the New Testament writers, Jack, Jeremy, and I are companions in Christ as we 
serve you. We three are united across time with Matthew and  Paul, and also each other as 
together we live the life Christ has called us all to live in this world. As Christians, we all are 
involved in a local operation of God’s great global enterprise of redemptive love. This Sunday 
preachers around the globe preaching as we are to help you understand Jesus and Paul. 
Together we are singing different verses of the same hymn on Christian love in action.  

 So if you can imagine that it is as easy to time travel as it is to drive across a  bridge to 
Minnesota, let’s go back to the road where Matthew was walking with Jesus, to the moment 
when Jesus began to answer the question the disciples had been arguing over, “Who is the 
greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” (Mt. 18:1) Jesus’ disciples were arguing in front of Jesus! 
Jesus is telling them how to argue in the middle of an argument!  

Jesus used the same form any rabbi would of his time would use to answer a complex 
question, a series of answers which take up the question on from different points of view. 
First, the disciples were to “become like children.”  (Mt. 18:3) Second, the disciples were not to 
give into the temptation of confusing people with their advanced knowledge of God’s word, 
especially children. Jesus said to do so is as much a sin similar as putting a stumbling block in a 
child’s path. One sentence is especially important for understanding today’s gospel. Jesus said, 
“Occasions to stumble are bound to come, but woe to the one by whom the stumbling block 
comes.” (Mt. 18:7) Third, Jesus told then the parable of the lost sheep—perhaps inspired by 
seeing a grazing flock as they walked—and how the shepherd will leave 99 sheep safely in a 
fold and go looking for the one lost sheep.  

Only then did Jesus say to his arguing disciples, “If another brother or sister, another 
member of the Church, sins against you, go talk to them one on one.”  And if that fails to 
bring resolution, bring in another person who cares about both of you to help you work things 
out. Finally, if that does not work—then treat that person as you would either a Gentile or a 
tax collector.  

Let’s stop here because in our noodling through these two scriptures, what Matthew 
quoted Jesus as saying doesn’t seem to go with what we read from Paul’s letter to Rome: “The 
(Ten Commandments) are summed up in this word, ‘Love your neighbor as you love 
yourself.’ Love does no wrong to a neighbor. . ..” Core to Christian teaching, is God’s plain 
command to love your neighbor as yourself. Christian love is not restricted to our brothers and 
sisters. Christian love includes our neighbors even if they are Gentiles or tax collectors. And if 
we cannot get along with our brothers and sisters, we can love them as we love our neighbors.  
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 In Hudson, we don’t have many Gentiles or tax collectors as neighbors. But we do 
have neighbors who cheer for the Packers and neighbors who cheer for the Vikings. I don’t 
know if this is true in Osceola and New Richmond, or even how far east one must travel to be 
safely in Packer Land, but living here just east of the I-94 bridge over the St. Croix River, the 
fans of both teams have family members and neighbors on the other side of the rivalry. And 
sometimes it gets mean, especially on that one week when the Vikings host the Packers 
because we live so close to Minneapolis and so far from Green Bay.  So how does the fan of 
one team treat the fan of the other team while still obeying the Great Command?  

 Well, your answer to that hinges on whether you live with your opponent, or if your 
opponent is your brother-in-law lives in another town, or if you share an actual property line. If 
you are living together, you need to talk about this rivalry and how you can live together. 
Because team loyalty is not essential to your salvation, you may need to agree to disagree or 
even to cheer for the other’s team except on during the two games a year when they compete. 
If you can’t work that out, you have bigger problems than the Packer/Viking rivalry and you 
may need to seek counseling together to stay together. And if that does not work, well your 
relationship may need to become less like family and more like neighbors.  

 This applies to conflicts much bigger and far more serious than football rivalries. Jesus 
way of approaching conflict applied across lines of conflicting interests between the cowmen 
and the farmers over barbed wire and grazing beef herds that the movie Oklahoma! remembers.  

More importantly, what Jesus said about how to be in conflict applies to how we 
engage life today and our deep divide on race and racism in America. My GPS tells me that the 
drive to Clear Lake is about the same distance as the drive to the Cedar/Riverside 
neighborhood in Minneapolis. Both drives can be done in less than an hour. In our Hudson 
church, we pray for the conflict and struggle with how to be involved as followers of Jesus. I 
know enough people in New Richmond and Osceola to know this is a prayer we share as 
neighbors with each other and the other side of the St. Croix River. A football rivalry and the 
conflict from a musical set 110 years ago, make good sermon illustrations for this very 
profound truth—as Christians we are called to live not in the ideal world but in this real world. 
Rivalries and stories give us a place to practice and imagine being grace filled, while the times 
we live in give us the opportunity to be inspired agents of Christ’s love for all our neighbors 
now.  

St. Croix folks, as a church together, how shall we love our neighbors now?  

                                         
i Rogers and Hammerstein, the 1955 movie version starring Shirley Jones.  


