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There sitting propped up with pillows on the bed in front of me was the monster. Well, it wasn’t a real life monster, but everyone said that he was…………and when I saw him close up face to face, I could see why everyone called him that. His face was covered with purplish lesions which distorted his features and because he also had lesions in his mouth, he talked as if he had a mouthful of marbles. His eyes were runny. He coughed bloody sputum. He wasn’t wearing a shirt. And man was he skinny. He was so skinny that his head appeared too big for his body. A huge wooden cross on a leather string hung from his neck. 
There sat the monster………….whose name was sin or so we had been told. He stared at us. He scared us. His real name I forget. His sin I don’t forget. His sin was Kaposi’s sarcoma…….an autoimmune disease associated with the AIDS virus. Why was I there? What was this all about? What was the sin? Well, first let me start in the beginning because actually I began at the end of my story.
My day started with a breakfast meeting with the youth advisors. We were planning our upcoming year. The ski trip, beach trip, a sleep over at the church, and our annual vacation bible gun camp were easy to put onto the calendar. It was the weekly programs that were tough. Some of the themes we batted around were: a series on Satan’s latest movies, did the Lord ever get pimples?, a wrath of God Bible quiz, and a speaker from a fundamentalist church who didn’t believe in recycling because the end of time was coming soon so why recycle. Kids love this stuff. 
At one point during our breakfast one of the advisors looked at me and said, “You have a piece of bacon stuck in your tooth.” Well, I quickly did what we all do; I grabbed a napkin to cover my face while I began immediately to remove it all the while feeling completely embarrassed for my faux pas. However, embarrassed as I may have felt, I was extremely grateful that this person told me. Wouldn’t we all prefer that someone tell us that we have food stuck in our teeth, or food on our face or sleepers in our eyes than for someone NOT to say something? Of course, we would! Then, how come it is so hard for us to tell someone that they have something caught in their teeth? If it is any consolation to you, Jesus tells us this morning to go ahead and tell someone they have food in their teeth, and I agree with him.
Well, after my breakfast meeting I met with a mother of one of our acolytes. She was upset with our acolyte warden. It seems that he was rather critical of how her son had performed in the service on Sunday. Apparently, his alb was all askew; he was not paying attention, and he was talking to other acolytes during the service. After the service, the acolyte warden took the young boy aside and (according to the mother) scolded her son rather harshly. From there she went on to say how a lot of the other parents also have been talking about the acolyte warden and his rather dictatorial behavior. So, it was not just her. She mentioned how hard it is to get her son to church and is not very helpful when he is yelled at for making mistakes. After all, serving as an acolyte is supposed to be fun. She again mentioned how she was not the only one who felt this way. So did many others.
I listened very attentively. When she finished, she said, “I would like to keep our conversation confidential. Thus, when you talk to the acolyte warden, I would appreciate you not mentioning me.” I told her in a very kindly manner that I was glad she shared her complaints with me. However, I strongly suggested that SHE speak with the acolyte warden personally. I assured her that he was a very nice man, a God-loving Christian, and open to feedback. If he is rude to you or brushes you off, then come to me and we will both go and talk with him.
She then became angry with me! She said that it was my job to deal with such matters. That is what the congregation was paying me for. I, then, showed her this passage from Matthew. If you have a beef with a fellow church member, then go to them with your concern and with love and care share your concern. It is what a Christian is called by Jesus to do. I am not suggesting that it is easy, but it is far healthier than triangulating another person into the situation.
As church members, we are supposed to be understanding enough and caring enough to listen to others when there is a problem. And if the person doesn’t listen or is rude or condescending, then call upon me and others whereupon we all can attempt to work things out. The acolyte mom left unsatisfied and unhappy.
There are many difficult conversations in church communities. How do you ask a volunteer to no longer volunteer? How do you inform someone that their talents may be of better service to the community in another aspect of church ministry? Well, as difficult as such conversations may be, these are sort of off to the side of the central part of Jesus’ command this morning. That which Jesus is talking about this morning is confronting another person with their sin. It is one thing to tell someone they annoy you or hurt you or might be better suited something different. It is quite another to tell someone they are committing a sin.

I, once, worked with another priest with whom I became very close friends. We were close enough for our families to spend holidays together and go on vacation together. We were also confidants. Soon it became obvious to me, his family, those who loved him and parishioners that his drinking was out of control. I can remember as if it were yesterday the time we sat in an Italian restaurant for lunch, just he and I, and I told him that he had a drinking problem. He acknowledged that he did. I suggested he might need professional help, but very contritely he stated that he, his wife and family could work it out on their own. This didn’t happen. So, along with his wife, children and people who loved him, we did an intervention with a professional from a residential facility. What was interesting was the model for the intervention is exactly as described in Matthew’s gospel. About six of us gathered along with the therapist and each of us shared a personal story of how my friend’s drinking was problematic. Each of us ended our story stating our love for him and our hurt for him. It was quite powerful.
Directly from the intervention, my friend entered a 60 day rehab program. During the final 30 days he was in a sober living house with accords certain privileges. He was allowed to have contact with friends and family. However, he didn’t want to talk to me. We had minimal contact over the next several months. I thought that I had lost a dear friend. But if it saved his life, then it would have been worth it. 
When he was ready, he contacted me. And our relationship has grown and deepened over the years. But I must tell you that I was very afraid our friendship was over. I learned a lesson from this experience about walking the way of the cross. And that is sometimes if you are going to confront someone with a behavior that is hurting them and others that you better be prepared to die----not literally, but figuratively. You have to be willing to sacrifice so that another will live. And that hurts. And if you are unwilling to sustain the pain, then you shouldn’t do it. And, furthermore, if it doesn’t hurt, then you are not doing it correctly. And this brings us back full circle to where I began with the story about the monster. You see, the rector entered my office that day and asked that I accompany him on a pastoral matter. He said that he would explain in the car because it was going to be a long ride. He was right. We went about 30 miles outside of Atlanta to a small town in a rural area. The situation was this. 
There was this young man in his early twenties who wanted to be baptized. I don’t remember exactly how but he got referred to us, the Episcopal Church, and specifically to us, a large church in Atlanta, but he had been. For the entirety of this young man’s life he had attended the local Baptist church. He sang in their choir and had attended their youth activities. In other words, he was a regular member as were his parents. It was a small town where everyone knew everyone and everyone was a Baptist. When this young man was first diagnosed with AIDS, the pastor came to see him. He asked for the young man to repent of his same sex sins of the flesh and accept God’s scourge on him for having done what he had done. But the young man wouldn’t. He didn’t think he had sinned and that God was punishing him. The pastor, following Matthew 10:14 where Jesus says, “If anyone will not welcome you or listen to your words, shake the dust off your feet as you leave that home or town,” left shaking off the dust and sin from his clothes before getting into his car. 

The sicker the young man got the more word spread around town and the more he was shunned. His mother and father were also shunned. Then one day a group of elders (following scripture) came to the house and confronted him again with his sin. Believing God loved him for who he was and that his disease was not God’s punishment, he remained firm. With this the elders possessing the power to bind and loose pronounced that the young man and his parents were no longer welcome at the church. Basically, they were excommunicated…………excommunicated at a time when they needed to be in-communicated (to make up a word). Those who needed to be confronted with sin were the church members and not this young man.
It was about this time when his mother started closing the blinds and doors to the house and parking their car in their closed garage. This kept the drivers-by from shouting obscenities. Visitors and friends, of course, had stopped visiting a long time prior.

As the young man approached death, he wanted to be baptized. Of course, no one would do it. And that is when we got the call. I give my rector enormous credit for agreeing to baptize this young man at a time when fear ran so high against persons with AIDS that it could be dangerous to even befriend someone with AIDS. Gosh, do some of you remember the battle we had in the Episcopal Church over the common cup and also wanting to prohibit passing the peace over this issue? It was a time of fear. But rather than confront this young man with the wrath of God for whatever sins he may have committed, the rector chose to walk the way of the cross and go to him in love and forgiveness. And he took me with him. And I was afraid, and yet grateful.
I watched the rector sitting next to the bed cup water into his hands from a basin and pour it over this young man’s bowed head. He then anointed his forehead---lesions and all---with oil blessing him in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. I wiped off his head and chest with a towel. The young man cried. His mother stood nervously by hands wringing waiting for rocks to be thrown through the bedroom window as a further manifestation of God’s wrath. His dad sat in the living room watching TV. 
Who in this scenario needed to be confronted? The young man? My rector? Me? The Baptist church elders? The young man’s father? Or how about a God who is proclaimed by some to “hate fags.”

If you are going to confront someone whether in the church or not, then there a couple of things you better do first. One, you better love the person. Now by love I don’t mean have romantic feelings for. I mean that you better care deeply about the other person’s personal interests and their well being to the point of being willing to hurt for them and live with them in and through their hurt. The good pastor and folks of this Baptist church weren’t bad people. They were just fearful. Unfortunately, they were more afraid for themselves than the young man. They didn’t love him as much as they loved themselves. They confronted this young man about his supposed sin missing totally their own sin. And that is a no no. And thus, here is the most important point in approaching another person in a difficult conversation scenario: you better be aware of your own sin, foibles and faults. You better be humble.
I knew a man once who used to carry around with him a small tin like the ones those tiny Starbucks breath mints come in. He used to keep it in his pocket. However, the tin was empty. From time to time, he used to take out the empty tin and put his nose as if smelling something. He told me the tin is where he kept his own dung. And thus, he used to take it out tin to remind himself that his dung smelled just as bad as everyone else’s did. And this helped keep him humble. I like it.

Jesus’ advice (or command) this morning to go to another who has hurt you or who is hurting themselves or the community is a good one. It just has to be done with humility, awareness of our hurtfulness, love and forgiveness. This will keep us from projecting our own sins upon the heads of others and rejecting them for it. We are not out to exclude people from the body of Christ but to redeem them through the love of a God who approaches each and everyone of us through love. 
And if none of this makes any sense to you whatsoever, and it seems as if I have gone way off into never never land then simply remember what Abraham Lincoln said regarding this topic: “It is better to be quiet and thought a fool, than to speak and remove all doubt.”
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