Matthew 18
Session Starter Number 39
Don Muir, Associate Secretary

General Assembly Office

Prayer:

Loving God, we give thanks for Jesus, through whom you reconciled the world to yourself and gave us the ministry of reconciliation. Enable us, as elders in this pastoral charge, to model faithful living, a willingness to admit sin, and willingness to forgive the sin of others. In the name of the wounded healer we pray. Amen. 

Introduction: Book of Forms 328.1
328.1 Most issues between persons in the congregation and the minister will be dealt with prayerfully and face to face, without recourse to lodging a complaint. Before bringing a complaint against a minister it is the duty of the complainant to meet with the minister to seek resolution of the issue (Matthew 18:15–17).
See also sections 314, 325, 328.2 and 350.

Scripture: Matthew 18:15-17            NRSV
If another member of the church* sins against you,* go and point out the fault when the two of you are alone. If the member listens to you, you have regained that one.* 16But 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. 17If 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.
A Brief Commentary:
Jesus provides practical instruction meant to restore broken relationships. The reconciliation begins face to face and, if necessary, can involve more eyes and ears if the initial conversation does not resolve the issue.
Reflection:

It is not news to say that, from time to time, there are disputes in the church. 

For example someone might claim, “The minister never listens to the session.” or, “The organist plays too long during the offering.” or, “Elder I.M. Stern stands at the door to the sanctuary on Sunday mornings and loudly berates those he thinks have not been out to worship enough lately.”

Sometimes, when people are upset with behaviours in the congregation they contact the national office or send letters to the presbytery asking for someone to intercede. National office staff have no jurisdiction in such disputes. Presbyteries should not become engaged in a complaint against a minister at least until it is satisfied a genuine effort has been made by the ones making the complaint to achieve face-to-face reconciliation.
Similarly, complaints may come to the session about the music director, Mr. Stern, or other members of the congregation. The session should see that conversation directly between the parties is the first step towards solving disagreements.
The scriptures, and the Book of Forms that is built on a biblical foundation, remind us of the importance of seeking reconciliation and peace in person before involving others.

Follow up:

1. Think about a time when you were drawn into an argument between two parties? How were matters resolved?

2. In the spirit of Matthew 18, how can the session foster a safe atmosphere in which troubles can be openly expressed and reasonably made to resolve them face to face? 






