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Grace and peace to you, beloved in Christ, in the name of our God who delivers us.

About a year ago, | saw a movie called Wake Up, Dead Man. It’s the third movie in the
“Knives Out” mystery film series and from the minute | saw it | knew | would talk about it in
a sermon one day. And today’s the day!

| won’t spoil anything or give away the mystery, but | just want to talk about one scene at
the beginning of the movie. One of the main characters is a young Catholic priest called
Father Jud. He was a former professional boxer and at the very beginning of the movie he
is being reprimanded for punching a fellow priest-in-training in the face. As he pleads for a
second chance he says:

“| still got that fighting instinct and | gave in to it today, but Christ came to heal the
world not fight it, | believe that. This (he holds his hands in the shape of a cross) not
this (he holds his fists up in a boxing stance).”

It’s a truly elegant way to demonstrate the gospel - to show how Christ calls us to live in
the world. This (arms out), not this (arms up). But as Father Jud already knows, it’s so
hard to keep those fists from coming up.

Two weeks ago, | said in my sermon that the story of the Bible is the story of life. Of the
Living God creating life and protecting life and going to great lengths to help life flourish.

But the texts for us this morning remind us that the story of the Bible is also the story of life
in conflict. From the earliest chapters of Genesis - Eve eating the forbidden fruit and Cain
murdering his brother Abel, to the epic, final battle imagined in Revelation between the
armies of God and the forces of evil, the Bible tells the story of life drenched in conflict -
drowning it. And it is the common thread that runs through our readings for today:

We heard God intervening in the conflict between the Egyptians and Israelites - sending
the tenth plague to kill all the firstborns, except those with the blood of the Passover lamb
on their doorposts.
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We heard the Psalmist making a hard turn from singing praises to the God who “takes
pleasure in the people” to the image of God “wreaking vengeance on the nations” with a
“two-edged sword.”

We heard the apostle Paul begging the church in Rome to love one another, to put aside
conflicts from quarreling and jealousies and to walk in the light.

And we heard Jesus, addressing the inevitable conflicts that will arise even within the
church: telling his disciples what to do - Jesus says “if,” but realistically, “when”-- a brother
or sister sins against them.

We’re drowning in conflict in all of these readings this morning. And | hate conflict. | bet a
lot of you do too. And lots of us, especially those of us with Scandinavian heritage have all
sorts of passive aggressive tendencies and techniques, going to great lengths to avoid a
conflict.

You know, there are people out there who are energized by conflict. Like Father Jud in the
movie, it’s not that they like it exactly, but they enjoy the rush of a good debate, they won’t
shy away from an argument or even a fight.

But | find conflict painful. And uncomfortable. In fact, if | could re-write the words of the
Lord’s prayer, I’d probably pray something like, “Our Father in Heaven...Save us from the
time of argument and deliver us from conflict.”

And | don’t think that’s necessarily a bad prayer - because | think any sincere prayer is a
good prayer. But | wonder if God did answer this prayer, if God did deliver us from conflict,
by magically taking it all away, would that be a good thing?

There is a teaching from the West African spiritual elder Malidoma Somé, who says
“conflict is the spirit of a relationship, asking itself to deepen.”

And that was a hard teaching for me to grasp the first time | came across it - because |
dislike conflict so much. What do you mean asking itself to deepen? Conflict tears apart!
But the wisdom here is understanding that conflict only tears apart if we let it. We always
have choices in conflict - to let it fling us apart or to let it draw us together and bind us
together more deeply. This (fists) or this (wide).
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And | think that’s exactly what Jesus is getting at. He tells his disciples - if a brother or
sister sins against you - when you have been hurt, when a conflict arises, when you are
being pulled apart - go to that person. Let the conflict draw you closer. Meet with them
one-on-one and tell them, openly and honestly about your hurt.

Go to them, with open arms, like this. Which to me is terrifying. It is so vulnerable to show
someone the way they have hurt you. What if they do it again? What if they don't listen to
you?

And Jesus goes further - he says if that one-on-one conversation doesn’t work, if the
relationship is not regained, recruit some help! Bring one or two others along. And if that
doesn’t work, try again with more help - the whole church, the whole body of Christ.

And if that doesn’t work, Jesus says, let such a one be to you as a gentile or a tax
collector. But how did Jesus treat gentiles and tax collectors? He loved them. And ate with
them. And made them disciples. And, according to the tradition of the church, it was a tax
collector, Matthew, who wrote the gospel we are reading.

At every turn Jesus calls us to use conflict as a means to deepen our relationships with one
another, rather than pull us apart. Because when we go to one another with open arms,
this, not this - that is how we are delivered from conflict. Not by avoiding it, but by
choosing the way of the cross, opening ourselves to the difficult path of love and suffering.

And that is so scary and hard! I've experienced my fair share of hurt and conflict within the
church. I’'ve been the one sinned against and I’ve been the one who sinned. I've been hurt
and I’'ve been defensive. And you know, most conflicts are pretty messy. It’s not as simple
as one person sinning against one other person. Much more often there are more people
involved, there’s hurt and sin on both sides, and there are genuine complexities of
relationship and power dynamics and ethics and legal consequences. Jesus doesn’t
mention any of that.

And Jesus doesn’t mention the tears. He doesn’t mention the frustration and anger and
hurt. He doesn’t mention the way your blood will boil and your fists will curl and rise to your
face. And, at least here, he doesn’t mention the hard work of forgiveness, or the necessary,
difficult work of making amends and reparations, and reconciling.
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But he also doesn’t offer an easy way out. He invites us to “take up our cross” and follow
him. This, not this. To choose deepening over division. To choose to bind ourselves
together in love.

“For whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven.” We are knitting ourselves
together with the very love of God. And remember that Jesus said “wherever two or three
are gathered together, | am with them.” Wherever two people choose this, not this, choose
the cross over fists - Christ is there.

And you know what? Christ is there when choose fists too. Because | can’t finish this
sermon without acknowledging that sometimes conflicts cannot be resolved with
deepening. Sometimes God delivers us from conflict with holy separation. That’s how the
story of the Egyptians and the Israelites ends.

And we grieve that reality. And we long for forgiveness and reconciliation that we might
never see in this world.

But still, God calls us again and again to put down the fists and stretch out arms in love.
And when we do, we will find that God will deliver us from conflict - not by making it
disappear, but by inviting us even deeper into love. Accompanying us through
reconciliation or through holy separation.

| promised that | wouldn’t spoil the movie, so | won’t tell you how Wake up, Dead Man
ends. Only that there is some of both - holy separation and beautiful, grace-filled
reconciliation. And we share Father Jud’s faith and conviction, that the Living God who
made the world and loves the world may not prevent conflict from happening - but will
deliver us from conflict. When we choose this, not this.

Thanks be to God.



