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Back in the dark ages of 1969

In the year that I started college

The Band “Three Dog Night”

Released a song entitled “One”

Whose first line was

“One is the loneliest number 

That I ever did know.”

This song and the theme of loneliness,
Associated with being by oneself,

Has continued to capture our imaginations,

Affflmost forty years later.

A Google Search

On the words

“One is the Loneliest Number”

Turns up hundreds of entries

Ranging from You Tube productions

To freshman video projects

To a software blog,

Which questions whether software programming

Is an activity preferred by antisocial, misanthropic individuals!

One may be the loneliest number,

But sometimes, particularly in our society,

It is a less problematic number.

One is a lonely number,
But, we individualistic Americans,
Have a love—hate relationship

With the idea of being by ourselves.
When there is just one,

There is no one who leaves dirty dishes on the counter,

There is no one who borrows things from your desk,

There is no one who does things differently than you would have,

And there is no one whose behavior drives you bonkers.

On the other hand,

Dinner for one in a restaurant is really lonely.
Portion sizes in the grocery store are usually too big for one,

Two for discounts are no good if you are by yourself

And the house really seems to echo when you are home alone.

However, twenty first century Americans

Are much more likely to live or work alone

Than the people in Biblical times.

We, individualists, are often quite comfortable

In solitary living or solitary pursuits.

In contrast, the person hearing Matthew’s Gospel

Or Paul’s letter to the Romans

Would not have been able to imagine

Living or working alone.

Everyone lived as part of an extended clan

In some kind of family compound.

When a woman married, 

She moved into her husband’s family home.

And a widowed woman

Moved into her brother’s household.  

Much as in some parts of the Mideast today,

Homes had a central core,

With sleeping wings for each family unit.

In their work lives, as either a farmer or a skilled artisan

Men would have been part of a family operation

Under the patronage of a land or business owner.

Nobody in Jesus’ time lived or worked alone,
So figuring out ways to make life tolerable in group settings
Would have been extremely important for first century citizens.

The early church had much of the same organizational structure

As an extended family unit,

And worship was often held in private homes,
The so-called “house churches”

Described in Acts and some of the Letters. 

The people of Biblical times

Knew only too well both the benefits,
And the difficulties of living in community.

But a Biblical songwriter,

Would not have written a song

About one being a lonely number,

Because he or she would not have been able to imagine

Being alone.

On the other hand,

I, who usually works in the kitchen alone,

Could only in my wildest nightmares,

Imagine a kitchen populated by a matriarch

And 10 or 12 daughters-in-law.

The early church, with its household structure

Understood interpersonal difficulties only too well.

Jesus knew that his disciples 

And the churches they would spawn

Would experience conflict. 
That’s why Jesus talks so much

About interpersonal relationships 

In parables, stories and direct advice.

If you will remember a few weeks ago

We talked about the parable of the weeds and the wheat

And how Jesus taught his disciples

That the wheat could be damaged

If the intermingled weeds were pulled up.

I even related my story of damaging my blueberry bushes

By trying to get the weeds out from between the roots. 

We talked about how that parable, related in Matthew’s Gospel,

Is considered by some,

To be about dealing with troublemakers in the church.
Jesus was warning his disciples

Not to try to take on the role of God
In deciding who was considered worthwhile wheat
And who was a worthless weed,

Worthy only to be yanked out and discarded.  

This week’s Gospel again relates

Recommended actions to deal with a troublesome church situation,

In this case overt sinning.  

Jesus does not teach in parables this time,

Instead he directly gives advice

On how to approach a brother or sister or church member who is sinning. 

Notice that this advice

Is not about how to approach a stranger 

Whom you observe sinning

But rather about a person whom you know and care about.

This advice is specifically directed 

For the cases where there is overt sin

And because of the context of this text

We can think it of as being a major sin.
A sin significant enough that left unrepented

It could result in excommunication. 

The Gospel writer Matthew relates this advice

Only a few paragraphs after telling us

About how a few of the disciples

Tried to get Jesus to tell them who was the greatest 

In the kingdom of heaven,   
And immediately after Jesus tells us the parable 
About how the shepherd left the 99 sheep

To go looking for the one missing one.

Matthew knew there was conflict among the people in his church,

Caused partially because of disagreements over authority and importance.

And he also knew that there was a danger of people erring or sinning,
And being lost to the church, the community

And to God’s saving grace in Jesus.

In our text today,

Jesus is quite clear,

If someone sins

Go and tell them directly about the sin.

If they acknowledge what you have said,

And presumably repent,

The wounds can be healed,

And the person can remain within the bounds of the community. 

If he or she does not listen,

Jesus says to take a witness or two with you,
And again approach the person directly.  

And finally, if the person does not acknowledge the sin,

Involve the whole church in the discussion.

This latter advice must have been subject 

To some editorializing by Matthew on Jesus’ words

Since there was no church, per se, at the time Jesus 

Would have spoken these words.   

But none the less,

The point is clear.
The goal is to confront a sinning person,

Trigger repentance

And enable the person to stay within the community.
After hearing the parable of the wheat and the weeds,
Just a few weeks before hearing this advice about direct confrontation,

We, modern day disciples,

May be more than a little confused about what Jesus wants us to do.

One may be a lonely number,

But there are no decisions about conflict to deal with,
When there is only one,

But, on the other hand, when there is only one,

There is also no community.

In community when someone does something wrong,

Are we to ignore it and leave it for God to judge,
As we were led to understand

With the parable of the wheat and the weeds.

Or, based on what we heard today

Are we to confront the person,

Taking a couple of other people along, if necessary,
In an effort to get the person to change their ways.  

I think there are a couple of clues as to what we are to do when,

Both in Matthew’s Gospel lesson 

And also in Paul’s letter to the Romans

Which we heard this morning.

Paul refers to Jesus’ Law of Love,

And reminds us that we are to love our neighbor, 

Or brother or sister, or fellow church member, as ourselves.

He then goes onto say that “Love does no wrong to a neighbor”.

In our Matthew Gospel this morning,

We also have those grace-filled words from Jesus 

That “when two or three are gathered in His name,

He will be there among us.”

With these two thoughts in mind,

We can begin to approach the choice 

Of whether to ignore a fellow church member’s annoying behavior

Or directly confront their sin.
In Jesus’ presence among us,

And with Jesus as my witness,

Can I say in all honesty,

That what I have observed in my brother or sister

Is so egregious and such a major sin

That Jesus would consider sending the person away from the community?

Another way of looking at it,

Is based in the idea of 

“Love does no wrong to a neighbor”

In other words, 

Do I show love to the person,
By helping him or her acknowledge the major sin

Which threatens his position in the community?

Or do I show love to the person,

By ignoring the behavior which is merely getting under my skin? 

All these things are difficult judgment calls,

Which we never have to confront

If we live in the company of only the lonely number one.

However, as soon as we gain the benefits of living in community,

We also gain the responsibility of living out

Some of Jesus’ seemingly paradoxical commands,

About how to respond to conflict.  

Despite these responsibilities, it is also in community,
That we experience Jesus’ presence,
That presence promised to the two or three gathered in His name.

And it is in that presence,

That the words, that the psalmist can only plead, are fulfilled,

“Give me understanding and I shall keep your teaching.”

It is in that presence,

That we come to understand what love is,

What love feels like and how love responds.  

It is in that presence

That we come to know the grace of the crucified and risen Lord,

And the hope that only he can bring to us.
And it Good News for us that it is in Christ’s presence

And with his grace,

That we can truly live the Law of Love,

Not only loving our neighbor,
But truly coming to understand how to do no harm.

Amen
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