St. John’s, Shawano, Sept. 4, 2011, 12 Pentecost, Matthew 18: 15-20

Here is a fictitious story……Once upon a time there were three guys way out in the woods on a camping trip – you know, a guy weekend.  It was Saturday night, and they dug through their packs for food and realized that they had eaten all of the food they had brought with them – all except for one thing:  a fresh, delicious jelly donut.  They were hungry!  What were they to do?  After some hemming and hawing, they decided to make a plan – so they got together around the campfire, talked.  They agreed they would just go to sleep in their tents, and tomorrow morning they would share what they each dreamt about and whoever had the best dream would get the donut.  What do you think happened?  (  Well, the next morning came and the first guy shared his dream – he said he dreamt that he was a millionaire on a huge, luxurious estate!  The second guy shared that he dreamt that he was a wise king, with great authority and respect.  The third guy said “Those were really great dreams.  I didn’t have a dream, cuz I couldn’t sleep. So, I got up, and ate the donut.” ( end of story
This morning’s Gospel is about how people are with each other in groups, in communities.  The three guys in the woods formed a small community.  Communities are important to us.  Each of us is a part of many communities, ranging from social-networking on the computer to work, school, church, sports, service, and social communities – so Jesus’ teachings on community pertain to all of us.  
If we daydream about the ideal community we’d like to be a part of, we might imagine something out of a TV sitcom like “Cheers” on a good night.  You know, a group where you're always accepted for who you are, where you're never lonely, where everyone gets along, where fun happens all the time:  safe togetherness, shared meals, common goals, and joyful celebrations. Hmmmm.  Real communities are a far cry from the ideal communities, aren’t they?  The word community also can make us think of exclusivity, isolation, lack of appreciation, hurt – and on and on.  Why? Because communities are made up of people! And people -- not you and me, of course (, but most people -- can be difficult, challenging, selfish, and unreliable at times.  Example: the donut story I just told.  These people were self-centered and dishonest (I don’t really believe that either of those two guys really had those dreams – they probably made them up to get the donut).  We never heard a proposal to split the donut into thirds, and let everybody enjoy it!  
Ok, so how are we as Christians to be in honest-to-goodness communities?  How are we to be in the Church community?  The word “church” is defined as the people, not the building (You remember that old children’s saying, “Here is the church, here is the steeple, open the doors and see all the people”?).  In our Gospel today, Jesus teaches us about how we are to be with each other in our communities, including the Church. 
Today’s Gospel, just like last week, is in an important context.  We enter the story in the middle of Jesus’ teachings on relationships.  Before today’s Gospel if you look in a bible, you will see the story of the lost sheep-about how God loves His people so much that He seeks out even the lost.  Jesus continues teaching about reconciliation in today’s passage.  Right after today’s passage is next week’s Gospel, which has to do with forgiveness – about how much we are to forgive each other: not 7 times but 70 X 7 times.  So, in today’s Gospel we hear a process for bringing back an outcast in a church community.  Now, this process was given by Jesus for the church community in the year 30 AD, which was very different than today.  So, what of Jesus’ teachings apply to us as a community today?  There are four basic things for us to remember from this Gospel:
1st: make an effort to reach out in reconciliation to someone who has messed up—because we all sin, and communities are made up of people who sin,
2nd: if that does not work, treat the person as Jesus treated the Gentiles and tax collectors – in other words, with mercy (we have to remember here that Matthew himself, the author of this Gospel, was a tax collector),
3rd: it matters how what the church community does here on earth – what happens here has heavenly consequences.  It is hard work sometimes to follow Jesus’ teachings, but if together we make that effort, it is worth it!  
4th: Jesus is with us in our very midst as we struggle with the challenges of being in community with each other, even when things get tough.  So, we are not alone.
In our culture, we have become so used to seeing these teachings of Jesus be violated in communities and environments around us – that we almost don’t notice.  But we are to notice, especially when it comes to ourselves in our communities.  We as Christians are called to a higher standard. Community is the fruit of our capacity to support and encourage one another, to make the interests of others important, to get outside ourselves, to be side by side together in love and forgiveness.

The huge redwood trees in California are considered the tallest trees in the world. Some of them are 300’ high and over 2500 years old.  One would think that trees so large would have a tremendous root system reaching down hundreds of feet into the earth.  The redwoods actually have a shallow system of roots, but they all intertwine.  They are locked to each other. When the wind storms come (like we just had on Friday), the redwoods stand. The roots are individual and yet they hug each other for strength.  The trees do not stand alone, they support and protect each other….just as we are to do here in community at St. John’s Shawano.  We get divine help in order to do this, however, for we are individuals who are intertwined, held up by the Lord; like our Epistle reading said today, “put on the Lord Jesus Christ.” The Good News is that we get help in “putting on Jesus” with our Book of Common Prayer.  
In our Sunday worship liturgy, Jesus’ teachings from this Gospel are incorporated:

· We begin the service with Scripture readings-learning from God’s word 

· Then, on page 360 in the Book of Common Prayer, when we pray together the “General Confession” we acknowledge individually and as a community our need to confess.  
· After the absolution we all pass the peace:  when we say to each other, “The peace of the Lord be with you” we are restoring relationships – this is much more than a social greeting.  
· Then, we are ready for Holy Communion, when we experience the real presence of Jesus Christ in us and among us.  
Each of these help us stay centered on God -- alone and together, and we do them together, in community.  Some people think they can be Christians alone and not go to church, but being a Christian is all about relationships:  relationships with each other and with God in COMMUNITY.  After worship, is coffee hour – some call it the 8th sacrament.  But it is important, for this is a place where we listen and learn, where we reach out and care, where we see the face of Christ in each other.  Jesus is teaching today that this also is the place where we are to show mercy, where we are to be forgiving, where we are to make an effort with each other – even when things get tough.  No one is an outcast to Jesus.  Jesus is present, really present, there strengthening us—in the easy times, and the difficult times; in the times we agree, and in the times we disagree.

St. John’s Shawano is in a time now of defining what kind of community you feel God is calling you to be, together, intertwined in God’s love.  Your Bishops’ Committee right now is beginning the process of looking at your feedback for the purpose of setting goals for the coming year.  The questionnaire insert that many of you completed at church last week will help us with this.  If you filled out that questionnaire last week THANK YOU!  If more things occur to you, give us that feedback too.  If you did not have a chance to answer those questions last week, give one of us your input today.  Do we feel called to be a largely social congregation, or a congregation focused on reaching out to the needy in the community?  If we wish to grow, how should we reach out?  Do we wish to be a worship-centered congregation, with excellence in music and prayer ministries?  Are you looking to have St. John’s be a place that blends in or be a place that stands out?  Please pray daily for St. John’s Shawano – all of us, and the leadership team, as a community putting on Jesus, listening to Jesus and each other.  
Let us pray:  Lord, we thank you for the Christian community gathered in love and forgiveness here.  We thank you for loving us so much.  We only seek to do your will as a Church community.  Please bless St. John’s Shawano with the knowledge of what you would like us to be and do, and please bless us as we go forward.  Amen.
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