
1 
 

Pentecost 14 Prayers Sunday, September 

06 2020 

Betty Graham 

Judy Jacklin 

Wayne Dale 

Cathy (Barrett) Tredenick  

Greg Lidster 

Rae Axford 

Marilyn Smith 

Marilyn Cartwright  

Ellen’s family 

 

 

Bob Bell 

Vince Melvin 

Jason Carnegie 

Phil Doyon 

Mary Underhill 

Cody 

Family of Neil Dyck 

Cannady Family 

Sally Paul  

Cannady Family 

Sally Paul  

Lillian & Gary Hartford

Pastoral Prayer 

Loving God, you who are the beginning and finishing of our faith and of our lives--- 

we humbly offer our prayers in this season of new beginnings. 

Our minds are focused on school reopening and the reconfiguration of class size and 

schedules for school and home learning. We lift to you the school boards, teachers, 

administrators, parents, students and support staff and pray that they will sense the 

support of the community as they strive to bring a measure of normalcy and safety to their 

students’ lives. 

Thank you for all that they do to better the lives and wellbeing of the learners in their care. 

We pray for all who are experiencing anxiety over job loss or wage reduction during the 

pandemic. May their needs be understood and helped by government agencies and the 

support of communities, employers, families and neighbors. 

We pray for churches whose doors remain closed for public worship. Thank you that the 

Church of Jesus Christ is not a building or a steeple, the church is the people! And so we 

bring before you the names and needs of our Plains family and friends on our prayer list. 

Moment for silent or private prayers 

Thank you, dear God for hearing our prayers and for your promise to never leave us or 

forsake us! 

We pray for our world which is wrestling with many big issues; climate change, protests 

for justice,  Covid19 pandemic, and human induced catastrophes;  just to name a few. 

O God, at Creation’s dawn you created humankind to be stewards of creation: caretakers 

and caregivers of this planet paradise and of one another. We confess to you that too often 

we prefer to talk about one another than talk to one another.  We confess that too often we 

take the wasteful road instead of the responsible road.  Too often we hold back, hoping that 

someone else will speak up, step up, or give more. 

Forgive us, loving God in the name of Christ who taught us to turn the other cheek, pray 

for our enemies and forgive our brothers and sisters not 3 times but 70x7.  Grant us an 

extra share of your Holy Spirit, O God when we are tempted to excuse or justify our 

inaction or indifference. 

Thank you, gracious God for forgiving us and granting us new opportunities to walk in 

faith and hope with one another.  As we step forward into the fall season guide and 

empower our church as we serve you apart but together, united in love and with this 
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purpose:  to follow Jesus and love you with all that we are; and love our neighbors as 

ourselves.  Amen 

 

Gospel   Matthew 18:  15-20 

“If another member of the church sins against you, go and point out the fault when the two 

of you are alone. If the member listens to you, you have regained that one. But if you are 

not listened to, take one or two others along with you, so that every word may be confirmed 

by the evidence of two or three witnesses. If the member refuses to listen to them, tell it to 

the church; and if the offender refuses to listen even to the church, let such a one be to you 

as a Gentile and a tax collector. Truly I tell you, whatever you bind on earth will be bound 

in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven. Again, truly I tell you, 

if two of you agree on earth about anything you ask, it will be done for you by my Father in 

heaven. For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.” 

Pentecost 14 Sermon Sunday, September 06 2020 

Scripture:  Matthew 18:  15-20 

Sermon:  LISTENING IN LOVE 

 

How good are you at listening? Hello. Hello. Oh. You heard me the first time? Sorry.  I 

guess I wasn’t listening! Listening is an important skill to hone, whether we apply it to our 

jobs, schooling, relationships, or our health; including  our spiritual health.   

Do you prefer to talk or  listen?  Being an introvert, I often prefer listening over talking.  

That may be hard for some of you to believe!  When you have opportunities to listen what 

sounds bring pleasure to your heart and a smile to your lips? 

Maybe you enjoy listening to music or hearing the crackle of a campfire.  Maybe the waves 

gently splashing against the beach renews your spirit.  Or is it listening to the soft 

breathing of your sleeping child.  Perhaps it’s listening to the recorded voice of a loved one 

who has been promoted to heaven.   

 

Listening is not always an easy or joyous exercise. It can become complicated by reduced 

hearing capacity due to injury, genetics or aging.  Listening and hearing is one of those 

skills we take for granted  until it becomes more of an effort.  Truth is, listening should 

always require some effort to qualify as listening.  

 

Listening which involves way more than passive hearing is called active listening. Active 

listening involves awareness of sound, and  of body language and mood.  Active listening 

includes making eye contact.  It produces empathy and encourages a respectful posture. 

Active listening requires effort and sometimes it can be exhausting! But, as we know from 

experience it can also produce its rewards. 

 

While in Seminary part of my training to be a pastor, was to be assigned people to visit.  

Part of the assignment was to write a verbatim paper after the visit.  Verbatim means 

‘word for word’.  So to the best of my recollection I had to record the visit word for word.  

These exercises required me to listen closely, to recall the sequence of conversation 

including what I asked and answered. 
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The verbatim was handed in to the professor who then marked it and critiqued my side of 

that conversation. “Why did you ask that?” he’d write, and “Why did you assume he 

meant this? and “What do you think he was telling you about himself? and so on.  Seeing 

our conversation in print and reflecting on it was instructive not just in understanding that 

person but also in understanding how I chose to interpret what I was hearing and seeing 

and the assumptions I made as a result.  Over the years when I have engaged in pastoral 

conversations that required active listening and empathetic response, I’ve given thanks for 

the verbatim training which impressed upon me the level of concentration and focus 

needed for such times. 

 

How good are you at listening? Listening is like a pair of scissors.  Over time our listening 

skills can become dull and rusty. What dulls your listening skills?  Boredom? 

Familiarity…. Distractions…. ….thinking that we already know the answers …. thinking 

up a defense in response before the person gets a sentence out of her or his mouth. Those 

are some common reactions that challenge our ability to really listen. 

 

Truth is, we can easily live through a lot of experiences without listening as carefully or as 

caringly  as we could. You never know but maybe some of those interactions would have 

turned out differently if we had taken the time and made more effort to listen.  

For instance, I think about the quick visits I made as a teenager and young adult to my 

grandmother.  I was more concerned with getting in and out in a brief time rather than 

having a real conversation.  Manytimes since I’ve wished I could relive those visits and 

make them longer.  When I see young people doing what I did, spending little time with 

their elders because they are distracted with their phones or in a hurry to be with their 

friends I say to myself: ‘One day they will wish they had taken more time for these visits.’ 

Have you been part of conversations in which you grew impatient or weary and checked 

out physically or mentally too soon?   

   

According to some surveys, communication breakdown is the number one cause of marital 

problems and divorce.  One study says that men complain about their wives nagging and 

complaining while women blame their husbands for not validating or valuing their 

opinions.  I expect that somewhere in that quagmire of marital conflict is the hard 

challenge both to clearly articulate the issue due to pent up frustration and the obstacle of 

rushing to judgement before the case is even argued.  Sadly, people often wait until they are 

at the boiling point before they attempt to communicate.  Later, after the damage has been 

done, regrets may be expressed about not listening and failing to heed the red flags and 

warning signs along the way. 

 

We live in a world that doesn’t listen very well or pay attention to red flags and warning 

signs.  You’ve heard the saying. “People just want to be heard.” In this time of pandemic 

we are hearing a cacophony of voices calling for and demanding for justice.   All over the 

world people are marching for Black lives, Brown lives, LGBTQ+ lives, indigenous lives 

and for the life of Mother Earth.   
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Leading up to Labor Day weekend and the traditional beginning of the school year  the 

voices of parents and educators have been growing louder and more insistent, asking for 

more planning, more safety measures, more answers, more funding to keep their children 

healthy. 

 

With all the shouting, marching, protesting and predicting on every side, it can be tempting 

to stop listening altogether.  We can become physically, mentally and spiritually 

overwhelmed by the negatives that are pushed at us from media and events in our own 

circle of family and friends which have been exacerbated by a pandemic.   

 

So, taking breaks to rest, to reflect and to detoxify our spirits is important.  God believed 

that it was crucial for humans to rest.  That’s why the Sabbath Day came about.  

“Remember the Sabbath Day and keep it holy...”  even though one particular day is no 

longer a day of rest for everyone, everyone needs a break, a rest, a time to regroup, to 

balance our perspective, to self-care so we can care for others. 

 

Jesus periodically retreated to quiet, lonely places to pray and to regroup before resuming 

his ministry. But he never closed his ears or his heart to the cries of his people.  He was just 

like his Heavenly Father in that way.  

 

If God’s way of dealing with humanity was to stuff his fingers in his ears or change the 

channel, then Jesus would not have been sent to live among us to share our human 

condition.   But according to the Bible, refusing to listen is not God’s way.  That may be 

hard to believe sometimes when we don’t get what we pray for or when troubles seem 

overwhelming and God appears to be absent.   

 

But according to the Bible and to the lived experiences of the faithful of each and every 

generation, God is neither a distant Deity or an unfeeling tyrant.  God loves his creation 

and his creatures, including us!  God is an active listener, not a passive listener. Sometimes 

life or our troubles distract us from sensing God’s presence or activity within a situation or 

within us. The psalmist encourages us with these words credited to the Almighty: 

“Be still and know that I am God.” Psalm 46:10 

Perhaps that verse should be a mantra when we need to recharge our spiritual batteries. 

 

Jesus trusted that God was listening to him no matter how hard or troubling his 

circumstance.  Remember Jesus praying as he stood at the tomb of his friend Lazarus: 

“Thankyou, Father for having heard me.  I know that you always hear me.” John 11:42 

 

Jesus believed that the same God who listened to his prayer listens to ours.   

“If two of you agree on earth about anything you ask, it will be done for you by my Father 

who is in heaven.” Matthew 18:19 

Because God is God and not Santa God does not fulfill everything on our wish list.  But we 

are assured that God listens and answers.  It may take some time and some serious 

listening on our parts to discern what those answers look like.  In fact, if we really listened 

intently to our own prayers, we might find that we already know or have the answer.   
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Has anyone ever told you that you have selective hearing? If you have been told that, it 

probably wasn’t meant as a compliment. Did you know that God has selective hearing?   

God’s selective hearing is tuned in to the voices, cries, demands, pain of people who tend to 

get ignored or put down or disrespected by the people in power. 

 

In the story from last week about the call of Moses, God told Moses that he had been 

listening to the cries of his people enslaved in Egypt and was answering by sending to them. 

 

One of my favorite stories of God’ selective listening is found in Luke chapter 18.  It is a 

parable of Jesus about two men who were praying in the Temple.  One man was a Pharisee 

and the other a tax collector.  The Pharisee in his prayer boasted his gratitude to God that 

he wasn’t a sinner like the Tax Collector.  But the tax collector stood in a corner and didn’t 

even raise his head. He just stood there and sobbed, “God be merciful to me, a sinner!”  

Jesus concluded his story by saying that only one of those men returned home justified in 

God’s sight.  And it wasn’t the guy that society thought it to be.   God listened to the 

despised tax collector’s prayer because he prayed from his broken heart, not from an 

inflated ego.  

“For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and all who humble themselves will be 

exalted.”  Luke 18:14 

God’s selective hearing condition leans in to hear the people that the majority of folks don’t 

listen to or can’t seem to understand.  They are the same people that Jesus focused on in his 

earthly ministry.  

“The healthy are not in need of a doctor. I’ve come to seek the lost.” Luke 19:10 

With that image in our minds of a God who cares and listens, to the needs of the 

vulnerable, marginalized, and disadvantaged, we turn our attention to Matthew 18. The 

title that the Bible editors give the section we’ve read is “Reproving Another Who Sins.” 

Churches have long looked to this passage as a kind of conflict management handbook. It is 

obvious from the content that Matthew’s faith community had some relationship issues.  

 

As we read along, one word keeps showing up.  Indeed, within the span of three verses it 

appears four times. Listen for it--- 

Verse 15:  If the member listens to your complaint you have regained that person. 

Verse 16: But, if you are not listened to, take one or two others with you. 

Verse 17: And if the offender still refuses to listen to them, tell the whole church. 

Verse 17 again: If the offender refuses to listen to the church, let them be to you as a 

Gentile or a tax collector.   

Listen. Listen. Listen. Listen.  

Even though the process sounds like a list of rules, in truth the process is not about the 

importance of keeping rules so much as it is about the importance of restoring 

relationships. It’s about doing what it takes to ensure that needs are heard, understood and 

addressed with respect and with care. 

 

Now the description of the end of that process may give us pause. If all else fails it seems to 

say, then treat the offending party as a gentile or tax collector.   Ooh.  That sounds harsh.   

But think again.  This gospel is named for Matthew, the disciple that Church tradition says 

was also called Levi.  Levi, or Matthew was a tax collector.  Jesus welcomed tax collectors 
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into his circle.  Jesus healed gentiles along with his own people.  So maybe treating the 

offender like a gentile or tax collector did not mean despise them or oust them.  Perhaps it 

may have meant to agree to disagree.  Maybe it meant to continue treating them with 

respect, even if they chose to leave the fellowship.  Bottom line.  What would Jesus do?  

Jesus would listen and then respond, in love. 

 

What would conflicts in the church or in society or in our personal lives look like if we put 

listening before jumping in to defending ourselves or if we put listening before finger 

pointing and accusing the other?  We’d still have conflicts, but maybe we’d be able to 

attend to them before they got out of control and so mitigate the damage and optimize the 

benefits. 

 

The church like any other institution has endured its share of conflicts.  After all, as one of 

our favorite hymns says, “the church is not a building the church is not a steeple the 

church is not a resting place the church is a people” Paul writes that Christ’s people have a 

variety of gifts given to us by the Spirit.  But Christians also have a variety of opinions.  

Hence, sometimes we don’t agree.  Occasionally we don’t get along. That’s why we must 

continue to practice the spiritual exercise of listening; Listening in love.  

 

Like the words of Jesus in Matthew says, love is not focused on reproving the person who 

sins, it’s really about restoring the situation or relationship in crisis for the good not just of 

one but of all. 

 

Love will do everything in its power to listen, learn and address the complaint or need in a 

way that ensures that the person knows they have been heard, and not cast aside or 

disrespected. And the path to that reconciliation will involve active listening in love. 

   

Listening, especially when we don’t feel like listening or when our feelings have been hurt, 

can be tough going.  Persevering by suspending judgement and being open to hear a 

different view is a skill to be honed. It is not natural.   But, when we choose to actively 

listen:  focus, pay attention, be present, be engaged, it means we are willing to open our 

hearts to the other and seek a way forward together.  

 

In this time of pandemic, our major focus or concern at the Plains, is not a simmering or 

present conflict among church members.  In fact, as I read this scripture I couldn’t help 

thinking that when we return to worship as a gathered community, we’ll be so happy to be 

together, we won’t want to disagree or fight over anything except who can give the most 

hugs! 

 

I am thankful to the good Lord that conflict between members or between members and 

the pastor have not presented major issues in our church for many years. That does not 

mean that significant disagreements haven’t happened along the way.  To help leaders 

minimize and mitigate disagreement or conflict we established two documents: one is based 

on the scripture in Matthew 18 which outlines a process for the airing and responding to a 

disagreement among church members.   
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The other document is the Ministry Evaluation form that a select number of congregants 

fill out for the deacons in November to help the deacons evaluate my ministry among you. 

Both of these processes allow church members to speak their truth in a way that assures us 

all that we and our concerns are heard. 

 

In this time apart together, it is as important as ever for us to connect with each other and 

to listen to each other’s joys, pains, and concerns with caring hearts and open ears. 

And even though we are not worshipping at the church, we are still worshipping God and 

serving God with our lives in this wondrous creation that God has provided for our needs 

and enjoyment. 

 

God calls us as he called Moses and Jesus’ first disciples, like Matthew, to be selective in 

listening.  Let us be intentional about listening to the stories, the voices, and the testimonies 

of the most vulnerable, marginalized and disadvantaged among us.   

Let us respond as we believe Jesus would respond.  Let us take time out from our busy lives 

and distractions to pray for them and for ourselves.  Let us use our voices and resources as 

we are able to assist, supply and ally ourselves with those who asking to be treated even as 

we would want and are treated by society.   

 

Let us choose to talk less and listen more.   Let us pause and pay attention to what the 

Spirit is doing in our world.  Let us listen to what this pandemic time is teaching about 

priorities, for us, for our family and for humanity as a whole. And let us listen and learn 

from our Plains family.  Let us keep communication open, listen long and pray often so we 

may remain strong and united as the Church of Jesus Christ at the Plains. Amen 

 

 

 

 


