
Sermon by Rev. Lusmarina Campos Garcia
Based on Matthew 18:15â��20

"Because I love you, I will draw a line between usâ�¦" These are the opening words of Kathy Galloway's
poem entitled The Line.
In chapter 18 of Matthew's gospel Jesus draws a line. He tells us how to proceed when a brother or a sister
behaves inappropriately towards us. This teaching of Jesus comes within the context of his commandment to
love one's neighbour. Loving one's neighbour is about welcoming and forgiving as much as it is about
drawing a line and correcting our neighbour's bad behaviour. Jesus' outline prescribes: if your neighbour sins
against you, correct him/her and ask him/her to change their ways. If he/she doesn't listen, take two or three
and confront him. If he/she still doesn't listen and doesn't change his/her ways, take him to the community. If
he still doesn't change his ways, he doesn't belong with you any more. "Let such a one be to you as a Gentile
and a tax collector," that means, he is out of the scope of the community; he does not belong with you any
more.
Lutheran Scholar Dan Nelson commenting on this Gospel text says: "Matthew presents the way of handling
conflict in the community he was writing for. The absence ofâ�¦'turning the other cheek,' should be noted.
Instead we have three other forms of conflict resolution presented: 'confrontation' (v. 15), 'negotiation' (v. 16),
and 'adjudication' (v. 17)."
These three steps are to be taken within a given period of time, which cannot be long. If a decision is not
reached soon, it will endanger the life of the community.
As painful as that can be, a line must be drawn.
"Because I love you,
I will draw a line between us,
and over this line,
I will not go.
Beyond this line,
In the space which is around you,
And which is yours,
Lie your decisions,
Your responsibilities,
Your promises,
Your power.
Yours, not mine."
Sometimes, loving our neighbour is about recognizing where the line is and deciding not to cross it. It is
frustrating because our vocation for love is one of the most fundamental values for us as Christians and we
want to live together and we want our love to be transformative for the other and for ourselves. But love
knows boundaries. Love requires responsibility. This is what Jesus is teaching us this morning. Love cannot
be equated with licentiousness or complacency.
In his article entitled "The Twofold Center of Lutheran Ethics", Dr. Reinhard HÃ¼tter criticizes Protestant
Ethics for its theological impoverishment. In his discussion about "freedom" and "law" he points to the
mistake of opposing both concepts, as if they were against each other. He says, "Because freedom is most
often seen as a license of autarky, any concept of "law" has to be understood as random legislative imposition.
But if freedom is understood as the movement of the human toward any good, especially toward God, "law"
can be seen as an external principle of action that gives shape and form to this freedom by directing it both
toward God and created goods". "Freedom from" instead of "freedom for" is "negative freedom". It is "in the
framework of this "negative freedom" that gospel becomes the impetus for a "utilitarianism of love"". That
means when love is used in ways it is not supposed to; when love is used to cover everything, to explain
everything, to justify everything; when love becomes a category in itself, and sometimes an indistinct
category validating our lack of action or courage and dissociating itself from other equally important values
such as justice, peace, commitment, repentance, discipline, integrity, law. Love is not gospel love if it
excludes these values.
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Learning the boundaries of love is a mature way of experiencing love. This experience is only possible in an
authentic community; a community in which we can expose our vulnerabilities and still be accepted, where
we can recognize our mistakes and still belong. Scholar David Lose says, " Authentic community is hard to
come by. It's work. But it's worth it. Because when you find it, it's like discovering a little bit of heaven on
earth; that is, it's like experiencing the reality of God's communal fellowship and existence in your midst.
And, as Jesus promises, when you gather in this way -- with honesty and integrity, even when it's hard --
amazing things can happen because Jesus is with you, right there, in your very midst, forming and being
formed by your communal sharing."
Jesus is here, in our midst, making of us an authentic community. Amen.
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