Simple Truths I Learned in Kindergarten Sunday School
Matthew 18:15-20
The two previous Sundays Chris preached on God’s good gift of our human sexuality.  Last Sunday he urged us to follow the Annual meeting mandate to engage in conversation about issues relating to homosexuality.


Today’s message does not speak to that issue per-se, but does focus on how Christians can be in fellowship and dialogue with one another while disagreeing on substantive issues of faith.


My pastoral concern is that no one here in this congregation should feel silenced, disempowered, or marginalized because of your sincere beliefs.  Only through continuing dialogue can we discern where the Holy Spirit is leading us on our journey of faith.


The word “Brethren” indicates that we are a people committed to working together to discern the “mind of Christ.”  The Brethren have always emphasized relationships as essential to discipleship.  Matthew, chapter 18, is a relations chapter.


Like Robert Fulghum, “most of what I really needed to know about how to live and what to do and how to be I learned in Kindergarten” – Robert in kindergarten school; for me, in kindergarten Sunday school.  “Wisdom for me was not at the top of the graduate school mountain, but there in the sand pile at Sunday school.”

There I learned two songs that continue to be instructive for my life.  Sing along with me two of these songs:

· (Jesus Loves Me this I know)

· (Jesus loves the little children)

From these songs I was taught three truths:


1.  Jesus loves me.


2.  Jesus loves you.


3.  If Jesus loves all of us, so must I.

It’s hard for me to get my mind and emotions wrapped all the way around the

third truth.  Jesus loves me unconditionally!  Jesus loves you unconditionally!  These two truths are the foundational stones of our Christian faith.  Jesus loves me.  Jesus loves you.  Jesus loves everybody.


If Jesus loves us, then we are instructed to love everyone as Jesus loves.  This third kindergarten truth was couched for me in short scriptural verses which we were encouraged to memorize for Sunday school and Bible School class.


I still find it difficult to love everyone as Jesus loves them.  That’s what this text is about.  How can we love others as Jesus loves them?  The degree to which we succeed in loving others depends on how much we believe the first two simple kindergarten truths; 1: Jesus loves me. 2: Jesus loves you.  I suspect that I’m not alone in my wondering and questioning God’s unconditional love for others.


The text assumes that we understand these two kindergarten truths.  Why else would the chapter contain numerous pictures showing the depth and breadth of God’s love?  Matthew 18:15-20 is set right in the middle of a pictorial collage.  The purpose of its placement is a result of that which precedes it.  It is so placed to give evidence to the importance of the church keeping itself fit for the foregoing mandated function (found in vv. 1-14): to be the love of Christ in action; to be the essence of Christ’s unconditional love that opens the door permitting whosoever to come in and partake of Christ’s acceptance.  This function is shown in the vignettes that precede verses 15-20.  At the beginning of the chapter Jesus surrounds himself with little children and states the stark truth: “Unless you humble yourself and become like a child, you can’t get in the Body; i.e. you must submit to the Body so it can function as a whole Body. Secondly, we are warned not to be a stumbling block to any newcomer (disciple, little one), but, like God, to be hospitable to these newcomers, welcoming them with an attitude and practice as God in Christ welcomed us.  The third vignette pictures a lost sheep who is sought until found by the Good Shepherd.  Its message is clear: God in Christ seeks that lost person until that person is found.  It is a clue that the church’s mandate is the same: to never let down her resolve to find those lost, hurting persons until they, too, are and feel found.  These three vignettes picture Christ’s love in action.  It’s the church’s mandate.

In order for the Body to accomplish this primary task in verses 1-14, Matthew adds verses 15-18 showing how the Body must work together much like a synchronized fine-tuned engine, able to go at full power to get its task accomplished.  In order to do that, the Body needs occasional tune-ups.  These tune-ups work at solving our relational conflicts so we can work together in harmony to accomplish the greater task.  Unity and harmony are not an end in themselves.  Matthew says at the heart of mending broken relationships is confrontation/encounter and forgiveness.  Why?  These are the essential ingredients that keep the Body alive and well lubricated for its function – to be the love of Christ in action.  But, forgiveness usually doesn’t take place until confrontation/encounter occurs.  My impression of the Brethren working at confrontation often occurs in one of two ways.  The following illustrations communicate what I observe.


1.  Our two sons, Tom and Howard, when they were young boys, were told by us to never play ball in the house.  One day the two of them were left alone while Joice and our daughter, Barbara, went grocery shopping.  Upon arriving home, Joice noticed a bare light bulb attached to the ceiling receptacle without the chandelier.  Upon entering the house she found both boys seated on the sofa with angelic expressions.  “Boys,” Mother asked, “what happened to the chandelier?”  “We broke it throwing ball.”  “Where are the broken pieces?”  “We swept them under the rug.”  Isn’t that what we often do?  We sweep our conflicts under the rug and pretend they don’t exist.


2. The second way Brethren work at confrontation is best illustrated in a “Peanuts” comic strip.  Linus was listening attentively as his little sister told him about her potential as an evangelist.  Lucy said to Linus, “I would make a good evangelist.  Do you know that kid who sits behind me at school?  I convinced him that my religion is better than his religion.”  “How did you do that,” Linus asked.  “I hit him with my lunch box!” Lucy replied.  Isn’t it true that we often use the “big lunch box” of scripture, the spoken Word, the writing pen, etc. and browbeat one another into our way of thinking, feeling, or believing?  I observe Brethren doing the very same thing.

We all know that it doesn’t work.  Neither “sweeping-under” nor “clobbering” with a big lunch box builds community.  Community is made whole only as we become like children; humbled and vulnerable in a naïve trusting with Christ’s spirit of love and forgiveness.  Genuine forgiveness always means that someone must take it on the chin, someone must accept the hurt; someone must diffuse the anger.  This chapter gives 15 of its 35 verses to showing how important forgiveness is in keeping the Body lubricated for its task.  The need for forgiveness always assumes conflict.


Verses 19 and 20 indicate that when two or more make Christ central in their meeting, there God will be present to bring unity and answer prayer.  When Brothers and Sisters in Christ (Brethren in unity) proclaim that Christ is the head of the Body (family), then, and only then, can issues be put in their proper perspective.  Being a hospitable people is our first priority; the third kindergarten truth.  We are to welcome one another as God in Christ welcomed us.  Agreeing on issues of faith is secondary.  Allow me to offer two illustrations.


The first is a personal one.  As I remember, our son was a junior at Manchester College.  He was home for the weekend.  It started in the kitchen.  He was talking about a new car.  I was convinced that his present car was mechanically sound enough to get him through his senior year of college.  He had the facts and figures to prove that he could financially swing the purchase of a new car.  I wasn’t impressed.  The discussion led to an argument with occasional shouting.  I did the Brethren thing and tried to run from the argument by going to the garage and changing oil in the car.  Soon thereafter he followed, continuing to pursue his goal of getting my permission to purchase the vehicle.  Angrily, I crawled out from underneath the car and was determined to finish the argument once and for all by putting down my heavy foot (lunch box).  He pursued the argument.  By now, we both had resorted to a shouting match at each other.  I came to my senses in the middle of shouting a sentence at him, paused, and in a normal tone of voice said, “Howard, I love you and your love is more important to me than the outcome of this argument.”  The tenor of the discussion changed immediately.  The shouting ceased and so did the need for the two of us to win the argument to our advantage.  Each of us was freed to let go of the issue.  Both of us ended up winners because we were willing to affirm that our relationship was more important than the issue.

The other illustration is from the New Testament.  In Galatians 5:6 Paul writes, “It is neither circumcision nor uncircumcision, but faith expressing itself in love.”  The Good News Bible translates, “For when we are in union with Christ Jesus, neither circumcision nor lack of it makes any difference at all; what matters is faith that expresses through love.”

A big issue was confronting the apostolic church.  The issue was whether new converts should submit to circumcision as the Jewish law demanded.  Some said “yes,” others “no.”  Paul certainly makes his position clear.  He is on the side of those who want freedom from the demands of the law.  Judaizers used the Bible to make their position clear.  After all, they had scripture on their side.  But Paul does a most extraordinary thing.  He remains firm in his position but remembers the higher calling and says: It doesn’t matter which side you’re on with this issue of circumcision – what matters is “faith working through love.”  What a lesson for us!

This “faith that works itself through love” is the truth of the three kindergarten lessons I learned in Sunday school – Jesus loves me and you and calls us to love others as Christ loves us.  If we could let our faith grow out of that belief then thorny issues will become less volatile.  Every generation of Christians has had to wrestle with their issues.  In the 1860’s, the church could have substituted the word “slavery” for circumcision.  For Brethren in the early part of the last century it was the war issue.  Today the national political agenda is health care for everyone.  Currently, Brethren are divided on worship styles and homosexuality.  Put your own word or phrase there and reread the verse.  “Faith expresses itself through love.”  Agreement on any outcome is secondary to our first priority of loving others as Christ loves us.  I think that’s why Matthew includes verse 20.  He wants to remind us who it is that commands our faith and who binds us together.  It is Jesus Christ.  (“For where two or three are together in my name, I am there among them.”)

When we affirm that Christ is central to the Body’s existence and function, then we will see others through the eyes of Jesus and the light of God’s love for us – the result being less issue-motivated and more love-filled/Spirit-filled – ingredients for community.


It’s not the final outcome but the process of how we work through our differences that speaks louder to the world and our youth/children than all the papers or pronouncements or decisions we make.  When we allow current issues to divide and separate us as Brothers and Sisters, we are not allowing Christ to be our head and we end up diverting our higher calling and losing our witness.  Thus we lose our unity in Christ who gives the motivation for our mission.  

So let’s continue to keep the wheels greased through dialogue and continued conversation for Jesus’ sake.  Amen.
