
06/09/2020 THE CHURCH AS COMMUNITY Proper 18, Year A. 

  16th Sunday after Pentecost. 

  Exodus 12:1-14; Romans 13:1-10; 

  Matthew 18:10-20.  
 

  
 

 

How interesting is our worship today? It’s different! I know many of you 

have worshipped in this Hall in former years, when the Cathedral was 

restored. So it is not new for many of you, but it is new for me. [Our Master 

of Music, Dr Nolan, has been excited about worshipping here for two 

reasons: this acoustic is ideal for singing, (not so great for speaking! I hope 

you can hear me ok!) and, we have a chance to use our beautiful chamber 

organ, which also sounds at its best here in the Burt Memorial Hall. I hope 

you are, like I am, enjoying the beautiful music in this acoustic.] 

 

It is unsettling to move, to move house, to move jobs, and so it is for us to 

move from our Cathedral building. We may have not moved very far, just 

next door! But it is exciting to be different, and annoying to have to adapt 

and change our usual habits. This Hall is not designed to be a place of 

Anglican worship, although the beautiful stained glass behind me might 

make you think otherwise. It is a building that is very church like. What is 

really apparent though, by being together in this space, is that it is not the 

building we worship in that defines us, it is the people who gather. We are 

very materialistic people in Australia, and so we need constant reminding 

that the church is not the building, it is the people. 

 

So if we have been reminded of nothing more than that today, then our 

worship will have been worthwhile. Next week, we will be back in the 

Cathedral, and the week after that, we will return here. We will literally be 

a “people on the move!” And despite the disruptions, we are still a 



community worshipping God together. What does it mean to be a 

community? 

 

Scott Peck in his book, The Different Drum, reminds the reader that if we 

are to live up to our promises as a Church, we need to understand that we 

must be a community. 

Those promises have to do with community—with people living 

together in both freedom and love. “Freedom” and “love” are simple 

words. They are not simple actions. True freedom means something 

much more and different from a “me first” kind of individualism. 

Genuine love consistently requires some very hard decisions. 

Community neither comes naturally nor is it purchased cheaply.1 

 

Our scriptures today may help us understand some of that difficulty and 

about how a faith community ought to be? Let me distil their teaching into 

three word titles: Celebrate the ritual; Be an Inclusive Community; and 

Deal with Conflict Respectfully. 

 

1. Celebrate the Ritual 

Our first reading tells of Moses and Aaron, handing on to the Hebrews, the 

Lord’s instruction on how to prepare the Passover. This happens the night 

before the great event that would define Israel for ever: what we call the 

Exodus, the liberation of the Hebrew slaves from Egypt. Along with the 

instructions for how to perform the Passover ritual, are the words, “This 

day shall be a day of remembrance for you.”2 Up until this point, they were 

descendants of Abraham. But Passover and Exodus, Wilderness and 

Promised Land, form them into a community of faith. Essential to being a 

community of faith, wherever they travelled, they had to remember to 

                                                 
1 M. Scott Peck, The Different Drum : Community-Making and Peace (New York: Simon and Schuster, 

1987), p21. 
2 Exodus 12:14. 



celebrate their identifying moment: the day they received God’s gift of 

salvation, a gift of freedom, physical and spiritual. 

 

For Christians too, we see in Passover, the pre-figurement of Christ’s 

saving death; the Passover lamb for all people, for all time. And for us our 

defining ritual is our Eucharist. In a small amount of broken bread and 

poured wine, there is the ever-overflowing gift of freedom and love. It this 

which defines us as a community; a community of the faithful. Our ritual 

helps form our identity, it binds us together. 

 

2. Be an Inclusive Community 

Our community, if it is to be true to the Scriptures, can never be exclusive, 

which has not always been true of the community of the faithful. We have 

been noted in history for excluding, punishing, and frequently even 

murdering the doubter, the sceptic, and others who did not fit the mould.3 

St Paul teaches how we are to be a community that reaches out beyond our 

own faith community. He says we must respect the civil authorities. But he 

goes beyond just being obedient to others to show that love is the basis of 

community. He argues that if you use love and compassion as your 

motivation, you will fulfil the law, whether civil law or Jewish law. And 

by love, Paul means “more than an ideal. It is a fruit of the Spirit. It is the 

outworking of allowing oneself to be loved and of the process of liberation 

which that initiates, freeing us from our fears and guilt and preoccupation 

with ourselves so that we are available for life and love with others.”4 If 

love is our fundamental motivation, then we will be an inclusive 

community. 
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3. Deal with Conflict Respectfully 

Our Gospel reading brings us back to earth. It is all very well to have ideals 

of love and freedom, but most of us find that hard to live up to. As Edward 

Martin’s famously puts in his poem My Name is Legion, 

Within my earthly temple there’s a crowd; 

There’s one of us that’s humble, one that’s proud, 

There’s one that’s broken-hearted for his sins, 

There’s one that unrepentant sits and grins; 

There’s one that loves his neighbour as himself, 

And one that cares for naught but fame and pelf. 

From much corroding care I should be free, 

If I could once determine which is me. 

 

Being a community can’t rely on the perfect behaviour of those who belong 

to it. Community is vital for the mission of God and it is God’s gift to us. 

It is the setting in which we experience God (when two or three are 

together, God is in our midst). And yet this community, as we know only 

too well, needs protection from bitter rancour and pointless dissension. If 

we can’t deal with our conflicts openly and constructively, and gracefully, 

our witness to the world is impaired, and people get hurt. 

 

The grievance process we heard described in the Gospel reading today, 

tells us to address the conflict, first alone and if that fails, you move through 

larger circles of involvement of the community, until eventually the 

community has the duty to expel the offender i.e. treat them like a “tax 

collector or Gentile.” And we know how Jesus treated tax collectors and 

gentiles: he never gave up on them. They were his lost sheep. 

 

What we have heard today is not so much a grievance process, as a 

statement of our community values: we want to do our best to keep people 



in, and deal with our conflicts respectfully and wisely, because Love 

demands we do so. These are our values. 

 

Celebrate the ritual, be inclusive, deal with conflict, are a sound basis 

for any community, and how well our behaviours live up to these values, 

the healthier our community will be. And while that is good news, it is not 

THE Good News.  

 

THE Good News is that we are the Church, not because we have earned 

the right to be here, but because the Church is gifted to us. And if the 

Church is the people, then each person in this congregation this morning, 

each person watching on the internet, is a gift to this community. Whether 

we like each other or not, the fact is, everyone else is God’s gift to you. 

Whenever two or three of us gather together, we are looking at Jesus. Only 

God’s Love can give us eyes to see this gift truly. Only through Jesus can 

we be fully reconciled and forgiven, gathered around the Table of the Lord. 

We may not be perfect (thank God) but we are a miracle of God’s grace 

nonetheless. So today, in this Hall, let us give thanks to God our Creator, 

to the Holy Spirit who binds us together, to Jesus Christ our Redeemer, for 

being called to this place to be God’s Cathedral community. 

Thanks be to God. 
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