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 Neither of the two New Testament texts today 

do much for me – do they for you? The Romans text is a 

list of good ways to live: “Owe no one anything…except 

to love one another” … “put on the armor of Light – put 

on the lord, Jesus Christ.” 

 If we could do this – live that way – wouldn’t 

things be just hunky-dory?  We’d see everybody loving 

their neighbors as they love themselves…holding hands 

in a circle and making s’mores while swaying to “Kum by 

Yah” …sharing food from our backpacks, braiding each 

other’s shoulder-length hair into cornrows - smiling, 

giving, caring -  brings to my mind’s eye pictures right out 

of a religious “Woodstock” back in the hazy days of the 

60s.  

 Just does nothing for me – I mean how many 

times have we heard that exact same message:  to love 

one another, do good, be nice – how many times have 

we heard that, and yet, paid it no mind?  We may have 

had the passing thought: “Yeah…that would be nice…and 

the way it should be – but, I don’t have the energy or 

willingness to make the effort” – and go our merry, 

willfully disobedient way. We may have even actually 

made a stab at it – only all too soon finding ourselves 

back wallowing in the nastiness of our still-fallen human 

nature. 

 I guess I could regurgitate the ‘party line’… again: 

that ‘God is great; Jesus loves us; but we’re just 

ungrateful so-and-sos’:  that basic message you expect to 

hear every Sunday from the pulpit…or, we could look at 

one of the most practical and recognizable reasons that 

makes living out that loving advice Paul gives us so 

difficult.  

  Maybe that’s why these texts are paired with 

one another in today’s lectionary: one to tell us “here’s 

how you are to relate to one another as Christians…the 

Romans text…and here’s what to do when you don’t” - 

as expressed in Matthew.  They both present valuable 

information – but, we so often ‘hear’ it only with our 

heads, and not our hearts. When the advice of the 

Romans text turns out too difficult to live, then the 

advice from the Matthean text comes – somewhat – to 

the rescue. I say “somewhat” because 25 years’ 

experience shows how hard it is to get folks to follow it – 

because it’s so hard for us to identify it for what it is. 

 Lurking behind Jesus’ advice in Matthew is what 

authorities on human behavior have come to codify as 

the evil art of ‘triangulation.’  

 Why is it evil? well, because like all things evil, it’s 

insidious: it seems so ‘natural’ and so innocent – so much 

so, that it cleverly and completely disguises the truly 

terrible effects it has on human relationships - which, of 

course, is just what evil wants.  It’s also so common – so 

much a part of the fabric of how humans interact with 

one another - that we don’t even realize the unavoidable 

damage it causes. 

  Here’s how it’s defined: “Triangulation is a tactic 

of manipulation where one person intentionally chooses 

not to talk directly with another about a concern or issue 

- whether real or perceived – they may have, but, instead 

selects a second person to relay their ‘message’ to the 

third. The one chosen as the ‘Relayer’ is usually someone 

the ‘Triangulator’ thinks has power or influence over the 

one being targeted.” It’s never a tactic to resolve the 

issue, but, instead, to make the target feel bad, and, 

hopefully, get them ‘in trouble.’” 

 But, when we’re in the midst of triangulating, we 

don’t realize any of that. It’s a “he said/she said” kind of 

monologue that’s unfair, unacceptable, and fruitless: it 

never works. That’s why Jesus gives us his advice: ‘If 

another member of the Church sins against you, go and 

point out the fault when the 2 of you are alone.” Try to 

work it out. Listen to one another’s hearts – might take a 

little courage to take that first step, but the payoff may 

well be that you discover it was never an intentional 

‘fault’ to begin with. 

 The Good News – and I mean that even in the 

sense of the Gospel-  is, as Jesus says: “If the member 

listens to you, you have regained that one” – as a friend.   

Evil desires separation. the gospel works toward unity. 
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 But, because he knows how hard hearted we can 

often be, Jesus realizes it might not work the first time. 

So, he goes on: “If you are not listened to, then take one 

or two others along with you, so that every word may be 

confirmed by the evidence of witnesses.” In other words: 

have you some ‘back-up…’ 

 Yet – even so, Jesus may have been born on 

Christmas – but, it wasn’t last Christmas. He knows our 

fallen, broken nature better than anyone – especially 

ourselves – so, he presents us with “Step Three” …. he 

really wants us to get whatever’s bugging us cleared up: 

“If the member refuses to listen to them, tell it to the 

Church” let everybody know how hard you’ve tried to set 

things right…and, if even that doesn’t work, drop it and 

stay as far away from that person as you can because 

they – obviously – have no interest in a solution.  

 Right here in Matthew Jesus offers us a step by 

step game plan for getting along with each other – 

whether in the Church, our family, where we work…an 

outline to assure healing, unity, and health: a way to 

‘build up the body of Christ’- or the body of your family, 

or the body of your workplace. All we have to do is 

consciously follow it. 

 And, when you put it all together, is it really that 

hard to understand? A healthy church, a loving family, a 

healthy office environment – even a civilized school 

classroom – all depend on that one Pauline thought 

expressed in Ephesians 4: to no longer allow yourself to 

be “tossed to and fro’ - and blown about by every wind 

of doctrine, by people’s trickery, by their craftiness in 

deceitful scheming, but…speaking…the…truth…in…love 

grow up in every way into Christ, from whom the whole 

body – promotes growth in building itself up in love.” 

 Well, that’s what I think these texts are about: 

hopefully a bit ‘illuminating’ - sorry they’re not more 

earth shattering or mind-boggling…They’re really not a 

whole lot more than common sense - and, pretty much 

stuff – when we think about it – we know already…   

 But, the best news of all is also something we 

already know: that in the midst of our growing – and 

failing in life: Jesus assures us that “Where two or three 

are gathered in my name, I am there” – to help you get 

through.  Amen.
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