
Reflection Sept 6th 
 
Community, and other overused words 
 
There exists in the digital world, a practice called cancelling.  
An example.  
A woman a few years ago was about to fly to an African country. She wrote a tweet about 
the likelihood of getting AIDS while there, noting that as she was a white woman this was 
unlikely. This was meant as a humorous observation on the ingrained nature of the horrible 
effects of racism. She hopped on a plane and turned her phone off.  
When she disembarked at the other end, her world was completely different. She had been 
cancelled, though that term wasn’t used at the time. Millions of people all around the world 
were calling her out for her tweet. She was widely hated. She had lost her job. Her name 
was now synonymous with racism and the kind of glib whiteness that assumes its privilege is 
unassailable.  
 
These days, cancel culture, as some have taken to calling it, exists as a response to the rising 
awareness of sexism, homophobia and racism that exist in abundance in the world around 
us. By which I mean, if you are a celebrity, or almost anyone who exists on a digital platform 
such as Instagram (which is primarily for sharing photos), facebook (which theoretically 
exists to help you connect with your friends) or twitter (a public platform for sharing news 
and opinions with your followers and the world), if you are on these platforms, and you 
make a visible misstep in the form of something racist, or sexist or offensive in any way, you 
will get called out, and vocally so. When people consider you cancelled, it means your 
opinions, your voice, your presence no longer matter or at least shouldn’t matter, because 
you hold this potentially offensive view. Theoretically cancel culture began as a good thing, 
because marginalised groups were finally able to find ground and voice to address the 
systemic oppressions that had been heaped against them, and were finally able to address 
the routine attitudes that contribute so often to public discourse.  
 
But. At its heart, cancel culture has become something slightly diseased. I say this not 
because I think people should be allowed to say whatever offensive tripe they wish without 
fear of consequences, but because as Nick Cave recently pointed out, this practice is 
completely divorced from the concept of mercy.  
 
Now within the church, we do it differently, don’t we? We don’t cancel people who we 
think have done the wrong thing on Twitter, we have historically simply cut them off, 
chucked them out of our churches, gathered some elders together to shame them into 
behaving, or even called them out in a sermon. Much healthier.  
 
I’m being a little facetious, but when it comes to communal practices that showcase mercy, 
even for a group of people for whom mercy is supposed to be our communal language, we 
have a pretty sorry record.  
 
It is for this reason in part that I at first and second reading did not want to preach on this 
text today. A checklist of steps to follow in order to be able to kick out offending parties? No 
thank you. I’ve heard this checklist used, can imagine generations of self righteous church 



folk gathering women who have left their husbands, gay youth, those who have too many 
questions, people who have engaged in sex outside of marriage, and yes, people who have 
made genuine mistakes into church offices and saying patronisingly, we just need you to 
admit your fault, so we can all move ahead.  
I can hear the pain of those who felt they had no fault to admit at being shunned from the 
very community who is supposed to hold and keep them.  
I can smell the hurt and shame when these steps have been skipped or misconstrued so that 
a person’s ‘sin’ has been named publicly in worship, so they can be loved in truth.  
 
There are so many ways we can and do get community all wrong.  
 
So I read this reading and thought ‘ew, no’ and because I know that when I have a strong 
reaction to a text it usually means I should preach on it, I then wondered if the problem is 
that I was limiting what community actually is, and if I was wilfully misunderstanding what is 
a profound glimpse of what we can be if we work hard and actually love one another.  
 
Two things to know going in to this passage: 
It comes as part of a larger section where Jesus appears to be spending significant time 
talking about church polity, that is, how the inner life of churches should work. I say he 
appears to be, because it’s important to remember that at Jesus’ time, there was no church, 
not the kind that would exist later on, when Matthew was being written. This passage 
seems to be addressing the issues present to the contemporary Matthean community 
rather than anything going on in Jesus’ periphery.  
 
On one hand it can feel a little jarring, this sort of ecclesial administration almost, in the 
midst of the powerful teachings of the radical GodMan Jesus. Why, author of Matthew, 
would we believe that Jesus ever cared about the smug ganging up on someone assumed to 
have done the wrong thing? This seems out of character, and a little dull.  
 
In the preceding verses Jesus has talked about the humility needed to enter the Kingdom of 
God, about not leading people astray, and about the shepherd who goes out away from his 
remaining sheep to find the one that is lost.  
 
In the verses after today’s passage Jesus talks about forgiveness. And these things are not 
detached. All of these themes run in parallel to each other.  
 
 
Because you see, this passage is so much more than a how-to-discipline guide. This passage 
is a revelation of what community really is, and if anything, it is a how-to-love and keep on 
loving guide.  
 
The thing about community is, it’s such an overused word these days. It gets bandied about 
in UC circles quite a bit, and rightly so, we are a community, we claim to worship a 
communal God, etc. But community can also seem to just be a catchall for the types of 
virtues we want to signal to the world, a way of talking about our values without actually 
considering what they are, and often for churches like ours, can be a word to genially 
describe what we are or why we continue to connect the way we do. It’s feel good. It’s 



friendly. It’s the cup of tea after the service, and someone smiling at you as you enter the 
church.  
 
And I don’t wish to disparage those things, those things are lovely and vital.  
However community is a word that means more than just a polite or friendly gathering or a 
general sense of well wishing. Community is for us or should be something powerful, 
countercultural, something challenging and life altering. Our community is more than simply 
people coming together around a collective hobby or volunteer pastime. Our community is 
built upon and through the centrality of the person of Christ. Our community is no less than 
a gathering of the body of Christ.  
  
This passage leads us through seeming steps for what to do when someone in our 
fellowship hurts another one of us.  
When someone sins against you, it says, go to them and tell them about what they’ve done. 
If they don’t seem to want to listen, you take some others with you, so there are witnesses. 
If this fails to illicit a response, take it to the church, or possibly the church council, an 
expression that obviously wasn’t around at the time. Then we are told, if the offender 
refuses to listen, you must cast them off. 
 
This doesn’t seem all that counter cultural I’ll admit.  
But what happens if you don’t think of this as an activity in punishment or in forcing 
repentance? What happens if you look at this as an exercise in forgiveness?  
What happens if you hold this up in contrast to cancel culture, or ways of life that say ‘once 
you’ve wronged me, you’re done’ or the attitude, ‘I could forgive most things but not that’.  
 
These suggested steps are here to point us to rescue and forgiveness, to mercy over 
accusation and humiliation.  
 
This stuff is important because our community is a dynamic, shifting, strange thing, and it’s 
unfortunately full of people who do get it wrong sometimes. Conflict is inevitable for us. and 
as one of the commentaries I read this week puts it, ‘we are more than a voluntary 
association of autonomous individuals’.  
You see, our life together, our gatherings, though they may be hard to remember at this 
point, they are doing something profound. We are bound together in revolutionary 
vulnerability and interdependence. We are bound together under the headship of Christ, 
who calls us again and again to forgiveness.  
 
This is good news, but also bad news! It’s hard being a community that is trapped together 
in an extraordinary covenant of love.  
It’s hard because it means working to love one another in real, life affirming ways, even 
when that seems impossible due to someone else’s faults.  
It’s hard because it means working in authenticity, sharing our struggles and concerns 
honestly when we would much rather forget about it and keep our problems to ourselves. 
 
Do you see what we’re risking by being a church? We might think it’s the noble, or the polite 
thing to do to ignore problems because it wouldn’t do to air them, but the harder option, 
the more unsafe option is to stop being ‘nice’ and to be real with one another instead. 



 
Now. I don’t think this means that any time someone does something that you think is just 
not the way it should be done then than equates to a problem that should be gravely dealt 
with in this fashion. Some things you should let go, because it’s likely you’re the only one 
who has a problem with it. But. This passage takes seriously the fact that when there is an 
actual problem, when someone has actually sinned against someone else, has hurt them in 
spirit, it’s likely that that person will be hurt by their own actions sooner or later. This stuff, 
the stuff that gets in between us and the people God wants to help us be, damages the 
body and it damager the offender.  
These steps are as much a way to help them as they are a way to try to make things right. In 
fact the fate of the offender is held as sacred. Don’t forget the one sheep who wandered 
away.  
Yes there are harsh results in the passage, treating an unrepentant individual as a tax 
collector or a Gentile. But let’s also not forget how many times Peter is instructed to forgive 
in the passage following. It’s not just two. And let’s also not forget how Jesus himself 
treated tax collectors and other sinners.  
 
Churches in the past have been too eager to laminate this passage as a god-ordained way to 
get rid of the riff raff, or to challenge a neighbour who gossips a little too much.  
 
Yes there are problems within church communities. Yes they are sometimes more than 
problems, and sometimes they hurt the very fabric of that community and must be 
addressed head on.  
 
But.  
The difference between us and the culture around us is that we shouldn’t be afraid of the 
hard conversation. The difficult, quiet, honest sharing with another who has hurt you, but 
who through this conversation may teach you something. The even more difficult 
conversation with multiple parties present that can offer the chance for all sides to be 
heard, and for love to be given and received.  
 
The difference between us and a voluntary community organisation is that we gather 
around the body and blood of an ever forgiving, ever merciful God, around Christ crucified, 
who while he was being wronged and falsely accused and tortured to death, breathed 
forgiveness and a radical welcome, and who has offered each of us a place in this 
revolutionary whole.  
 
We can’t ignore the hard parts of this passage, and we shouldn’t. Community can’t always 
be fixed by authentic sharing and forgiveness. But this has to be about more than someone 
acting in a way that other members in the church don’t like or find comfortable. The reason 
this passage takes a sin against the community so seriously is, we’ve got important things to 
do. We are about more than gathering to sing and talk and have a cuppa, we have to be. 
And if we are about more than this, if we have the important work of Being the Body of 
Christ to get on with, an unrepentant individual who is only interested in furthering a 
personal agenda might need to leave.  
 
This stuff isn’t easy, but once again I say, we were never promised easy.  



 
Community is volatile and hard and dynamic and made up of persons.  
Managing our communal life is also hard and it’s hard to resist the easy options of simply 
cancelling those we don’t agree with, or simply being ‘nice’ in response.  
 
 
The real work of being a community is walking through our differences, trying to forgive and 
to be forgiven, trying to learn and to listen, holding in tension our love for individuals and 
our love for the whole. The real work of community is modelling the sort of unity that we 
pray God is bringing to the whole struggling world. this is why our community is more than a 
feeling, or a notion of pleasant company.  
 
Talk of community may be hard to hear right now, as we can’t gather together. But I need 
you to hear that we are very much the community of Christ in the world, now, even when 
we can’t gather to worship together. We are still the body. We are still called to the way of 
revolutionary love and mercy and justice even tucked into our homes.  
 
We cannot allow our separation to shuffle us away from the knowledge of who we are, nor 
the actions of someone in our fellowship being hurtful, nor our desire to remain in control, 
or respectable, or polite. We have to be called to be a certain kind of community, who 
chooses forgiveness time and time and time again when others would choose the opposite, 
or who shows mercy instead of brutal removal of an offending idea, or else we are simply a 
volunteer organisation, waiting until we can have a meeting again. We are more than that, 
made to be something so much more beautiful and strange than that.  
 
May we love one another in truth, in bad times and in good, in honesty and in uncertainty. 
May we be the broken, odd, human, beautiful and strange community of Christ.  
 
  


