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Matthew’s Suggestion for Conflict Resolution—Sermon for 6 September 2020 

Rev. Dr. Barbara Fullerton, East Plains United Church, Burlington 
Exodus 12:1-14; Romans 13:8–10; Matthew 18:15–20 
 
Has this pandemic been a time with more conflict than usual for you? Or less? It 
seems like people have been getting in more vehement arguments in social media of 
late, but perhaps that is related to the political environment. 
 
Early on, after stay-home mandates were issued for many of us, it felt like an amazing 
blessing to be able to be with loved ones while we worked from home. Stephen and I 
have treasured this time and tell each other, frequently, how glad we are to be isolated 
with each other. It has definitely strengthened our relationship and appreciation for 
each other. One thing we have been doing, which rarely happened before, is cooking 
together. And lately, he has been doing a terrific job of cleaning up the kitchen, 
something that had often been a source of conflict earlier. 
 
On the other hand, others may have discovered that physical proximity has not made 
the heart fonder for family members constantly underfoot, depending on the number 
and ages of people in our home “bubble.” And likely, we all have found ourselves 
moving in and out of conflict at various times. 
 
In today’s gospel reading, Matthew reports that Jesus suggested some ways of 
resolving problems between people. He suggested that people address each other 
directly and keep love at the centre of everything. It’s not about being “right”; it’s about 
finding a new way forward together that is the best possible way for the community 
together. And usually, that is discerned together. More heads are better than one, as 
the saying goes. But don’t triangulate. Don’t talk ABOUT people; talk WITH them one 
on one initially; and, if necessary, expand the conversation with several witnesses. And 
if that still is not effective in finding a way forward, involve the community. 
 
I also want to reflect on the Hebrew scripture passage that we did not read today. It is 
suggested in your bulletin as something you might want to reflect on sometime this 
week in your personal devotional time. 
 
The reading in Exodus gives details about how the people of Israel can protect 
themselves from the plague. Here are some parallels suggested by my dear friend and 
colleague Alison Miculan, who will be ordained by Horseshoe Falls Regional Council 
this fall and who is the minister at Copetown U.C. Alison suggests that the Israelites 
preparing to flee Egypt in the midst of monumental plagues, were told some things that 
resonate for us in our own time of plague: 
 



2 
 

Get some food for your family. Get what you need but not more than you need 
(Toilet paper!). Don’t be picky about what kind of food you have, but make sure 
they are responsibly “sourced.” Make sure your food is prepared safely. Don’t 
leave any waste.  Make sure you have everything you need to wear. Identify your 
homes as “safe.” 
 
Never in my life has this passage made so much sense to me! There may be 
shortages so be well-stocked, but don’t hoard. Wear your mask.  Keep physically 
distant. Wash your hands. Use sanitizer when you can’t wash your hands.  Don’t 
leave used masks lying around. Wipe down surfaces. Ensure that in schools and 
churches and workplaces people continue to maintain distance. Prepare your 
homes; your schools; your workplaces and your churches to avoid the plague! i 

 

There are several places in the first five books of the Bible in which the people of God 
are given very detailed instructions about how to live. As those strict laws are 
analyzed, it seems that they are rules to keep them healthy and safe. Laws about not 
eating pork, for instance, were likely to protect them from trichina worms which are 
debilitating if they get into human muscle tissue. And they didn’t have regulated meat-
packing plants. 

Some of those instructions in the first books of the Bible are related to preparing the 
Temple. And it is clear from the instructions, that the goal is to take care of practical 
considerations while maintaining the Temple as a sacred place.  

This is what many churches have been doing over the summer.  

Our pandemic ad hoc group at EPUC became a “Re-entry” ad hoc group several 
months ago, with three subgroups: one each for setting protocols for 1) safely 
resuming worship, 2) safety of staff and internal programmes and activities, and         
3) safety of external users, primarily renters.  

It will be no surprise to you that I am working with the Worship sub-group, along with 
Rev. Harold Wells (as chair of the Worship and Sacraments Committee) and Dr. Bob 
Panabaker, who sings in the choir and is our medical resource person. Each of our 
subgroups has a medically trained person. Dr. Paul Echlin serves on the external use 
subgroup and Judy Jefferson, a retired registered nurse, serves on the subgroup 
considering the safety of staff and internal programmes of the church. 

Dr. Bob has worked on a detailed plan based on medical guidelines from the Region of 
Halton and a checklist from Horseshoe Falls Regional Council (our second level of 
relating in the new United Church structure). Bob’s chart sounds almost biblical in its 
details for cleaning and marking and getting everything set up for practical necessities 
for when we return to our sanctuary as our “sacred space.” 

Alison has more to say about that: 
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In our reading from Exodus, the Israelites didn’t have a temple. And, what’s  
more, they were planning a road-trip. God doesn’t care whether we worship   
from church or from home or on the road! (We care about that—but God 
doesn’t.) So the preparations the Israelites were making, were ways of   
preparing themselves. “Roast the meat—don’t use water—water may be 
scarce. Make bread without leavening—yeast may not always be available(!) 
Don’t leave waste behind that could attract predators in the desert. Have all your 
stuff with you at all times. Mark yourselves as people of God. 

Mark yourselves as people of God….. How are the people going to do that?  How 
are WE going to do that? In the Exodus story, the people haven’t even received 
the 10 commandments yet. But in our Epistle reading this morning, Paul tells us 
we don’t really even need the details of the commandments to understand God’s 
will for us. “Love your neighbour as yourself.” Paul tells us. “Love is the fulfillment 
of the law.” If we want to mark ourselves as the people of God, the followers of 
Christ, … treat each other with love. We, ourselves, are the Temple of God.  And 
we … prepare ourselves by clothing ourselves in Love.ii  

Now, here’s the thing at “our place” right now: we are under construction for the non-
profit Childcare Centre which will serve the Aldershot community by offering much-
needed safe, state of the art, all-day care for infants and pre-school children at a 
reasonable cost for working parents. 

Mostly because of the renovations, and also because of the demographics of our 
church community, our building is closed and we won’t be worshipping in the sanctuary 
any time soon.  

The building is closed for several reasons. One is that extensive asbestos removal was 
done before the renovations could proceed. And pockets of asbestos are still being 
discovered. That and the fact that construction throws dangerous particles into the air, 
make it unsafe unless one has a special N95 mask and a hard hat. (I am so excited to 
have my very own hard hat, but am not going into the building to work for a while yet 
because of the request from the Re-entry group and because I am protecting my own 
lungs!) 

The other reason the building is closed is because construction zones are not safe for 
us to be in. If someone had an accident in the construction area, checking it out after 
hours, it is unlikely that insurance would cover it and that person would be responsible 
for all costs—their own and the church’s. Meanwhile, the investigation would shut 
down construction and could jeopardize the status of the project. It would definitely 
delay it and that would gravely affect when the Child Care Centre could be ready to 
open, delaying much needed service to the community, as well as affecting revenue 
generation to repay the construction bills. 
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Would you want that on your conscience? I wouldn’t! So please respect the signage 
that asks us to keep out unless we have special permission to enter. Thankfully, we 
are being updated with photos of the progress.  

Who has been making, implementing, and communicating these decisions? The Re-
entry committee, in consultation with the contractors. And it has been very biblical, 
following today’s instructions from Jesus via Matthew’s gospel. Our Re-entry 
subgroups are 3-4 people working together within the larger committee, which works 
on behalf of the Official Board and the congregation. Very Matthew-esque! 

Let’s treat the decisions made by this Re-entry committee on our behalf with love and 
respect and grace. And those of us on that committee will try to remember to 
communicate in the same way, with love and respect and grace, in the spirit of our 
reading from Romans for today. 

By the way, though the Israelites did not yet have the Ten Commandments, we do. 
And there is an interesting thing about what is called the Great Commandment, to love 
God and others. It is a summary of the ten. Remember the movie “The Ten 
Commandments,” with Charleton Heston as Moses, coming down the mountain with 
two huge stone tablets? One tablet has the first several commandments related to 
loving God and the other tablet has the remaining commandments related to loving our 
neighbours as ourselves. What Paul is referring to in today’s Epistle (or Letter) to the 
Christians in Rome is the second part. All those commandments from the second table 
of the Law are summed up simply by ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.’  

And that is what your Re-entry committee is keeping in mind as we make our 
decisions. I invite you to do the same in your daily encounters with others. 

For now, our building remains mostly as that Inukshuk on East Plains Road, a symbol 
of something we treasure, pointing to our hope to return to it in the not too distant 
future, when it is safe to do so. For now, we will continue to offer worship gatherings on 
Zoom and via telephone, and to offer care for each other through phone calls and 
email. And even to gather safely with masks and distancing, in twos or threes—where 
Jesus promised he would be with us. 
 
Meanwhile, remember that you are loved unconditionally, beyond your wildest 
imagination, by our God of Love. And may the joy of that Love lift your spirits as you 
live out Jesus’ gospel imperative to love others in all we do! 
 
 
 
 

i “Preparing the Temple,” sermon by Alison Miculan, preached at Copetown U.C. on 6 September 2020.  
ii Ibid. 

                                                           


