
A COMMUNITY OF CHRISTIAN PRACTICE 

Romans 13:8-14; Matthew 18:15-20.  (© John E. Fisk, 2010) 

  

One of the things that struck me being around Buddhists this summer was their constant talk of 

practice.  They do not talk so much about faith, but they talk about practice a lot.  What do they 

mean?  They are referring to the eightfold path of Buddhism: Right view, thought, speech, 

action, livelihood, effort, mindfulness, concentration (meditation).  The most important parts are 

the mindfulness and meditation, because they under gird all the other aspects of the Eightfold 

Path.   

  

I asked myself: what do we Baptists have that is similar?  We have our church covenant, on the 

inside cover of the hymnal.  We might call it our twelve fold path: serving Christ, loving, 

praying, forgiving, welcoming, being ethically responsible, being generous, caring for ourselves 

in mind, body and spirit, seeking unity, supporting justice and peace, reconciling, and carrying 

out God’s mission.  It’s a wonderful statement and I do not think that I take it seriously enough 

as a statement of who we are.   Sometimes one has to leave one’s own spiritual home and look at 

things from other points of view, then return to appreciate what one had all along! 

  

The gospel passage from Matthew is about church discipline.  Matthew is the only gospel writer 

to use the word “church” a couple of times.  He tends to read it back into Jesus’ teaching, 

because the church did not exist as such during the earthly life of Jesus.  Jesus is asked what do 

you do when one of the brothers or sisters in the fellowship sins.  Jesus says: take him or her 

aside privately and have a good talk.  Don’t shame the person in public – not like an old 

schoolteacher of mine who used to hang me out to dry before the whole class, or a boss I had 

once who liked to berate me in front of the office.  The object is not humiliation, but 

transformation, so talk to the person, listen to them.  If they won’t listen to you, take a couple of 

other Christians with you and let them try.  If you still do not get through, and the matter is 

seriously affecting church life, then call a meeting of the appropriate board or group.  If that still 

does not work, then treat them like a Gentile or tax collector.  That sounds like the good old 

heave-ho, the boot out the door, (and it has been interpreted as such in Christian history – 

remember Hester Prin!) but wait a minute!  Jesus loved the Gentiles and tax collectors and 

welcomed them.  The apostle Matthew himself was a tax collector.  I think we have a little 

humor here: a joke.  Jesus is being sarcastic: treat the intransigent sinner like a tax collector and 

keep on loving him/her.   

  

Within a few lines, when asked how many times a disciple should forgive someone who sins 

against the disciple: seven times? No, seventy seven times, says Jesus.  In other words 

forgiveness goes on forever.  Ah, but you say, what if the person does not repent, nor change?  

Well, you continue to forgive them for your own sake, because holding grudges is not good for 

you yourself spiritually or physically.  This does not mean you have to be a doormat and 

continually put yourself in the way of being hurt by this person’s sins.  No, you must care for 

yourself as a temple of the Holy Spirit, and remove yourself from harm’s way.  That is # Eight in 

the 12 fold path of our church covenant (avoiding habits which defile ourselves). 

  

This is the way of love: what St. Paul calls the law of love, which replaces all the religious laws 

of the OT.  “Love your neighbor as yourself” that sums it all up, writes Paul in Romans 13:8-10.   



So loving, forgiving, and reconciling, #2, 4, and 11 in the Baptist Twelve fold Path (a.k.a. the 

church covenant), are at the heart of what the Church is all about.  Loving, forgiving, 

reconciling.   

  

Ah, but I can hear someone’s thought – that’s not easy, what do I do when I get frustrated by 

those who are brothers and sisters in the church?  Or for that matter when I get frustrated by 

anyone.   God certainly set a challenge before us when God called us to face such diverse people.  

It would be so much easier if everyone thought the same way I do.   When I feel anger arising in 

me, perhaps I may take a break, take a few deep breaths and be mindful of the Spirit’s presence 

in that moment, the Spirit of peace.  Then perhaps I will realize that my anger does not usually 

further God’s purposes, but God can convert my anger into a loving energy, if I am willing to let 

it be. 

 

Stop and for a minute ask yourself: how much of Christian history has been about these virtues: 

loving, forgiving, reconciling?  How much of your life is about these virtues?  Loving, forgiving, 

reconciling…  How much of our church life is about these virtues?  Loving, forgiving, 

reconciling…  After all Jesus says these virtues are the heart of the matter for those who follow 

him.  They are also the heart of our church covenant, our Christian practice.  So when we come 

to read our covenant, may the power of its words take root in your lives and bear much fruit. 
 


