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I often tell people that the Bible is more like a library than it is a single book, 

and it’s full of different genres: history, drama, poetry, lyrics to songs, and 

even an HR manual on how to get along in the church 

 

In Matthew’s gospel text this morning, Jesus lays out for his disciples an 

approach to handling conflict that my seminary modeled in their student 

handbook 

 

If you have a conflict with a person – if they sin against you – go to them 

and address it 

 

If they don’t listen, bring some witnesses with you 

 

If they still don’t listen, bring the issue to a larger body like the church 

 

And if they still don’t listen, then “let such a one be to you as a Gentile and 

a tax collector.”  

 

At face value we’re not really sure what that means, but it doesn’t sound 

like a compliment 

 

But, there it is laid out for you: How to resolve a conflict. 

 

Surely we don’t need this kind of handbook for us and our community, 

right?  

 

Surely this is one of those chapters that we can place back on the Bible 

Library shelf and say “well isn’t that just a nice little story from the Bible.” 

 

We know the basics of conflict management, thank you very much Jesus 

 

…I’m not so sure we should be so quick to think we have a handle on this 



 

If you’ve spent much time with me in meetings or Bible Study or otherwise, 

it’s very likely I’ve mentioned to you the book “The Vanishing Neighbor” by 

Marc Dunkelman 

 

It was published back in 2014 and it has been years since I’ve held the 

book in my hands, but the ideas in it deeply impacted me 

 

In the book, Dunkelman, a professor at Brown University, notes that 

throughout history humans have generally organized themselves in three 

concentric circles: the innermost circle being our family or those we share 

our homes with; the middle circle are the folks we engage with on a regular 

basis like neighbors, business owners, your barista at the coffee shop; and 

the outer circle constitutes distant connections and affiliations, people or 

communities you rarely have personal contact with 

 

Dunkelman’s observation is that the size, shape, and relationship of those 

circles has changed drastically in the 21st century: our inner-circles have 

thickened – they include friends who are like our family and even 

Dunkelman recognizes that for some of us biological family members aren’t 

our inner circles because of family conflict, so our inner circles are “thicker” 

than they used to be 

 

And, he notes that we have way more access to that third outer circle than 

we ever did in the past – social media and the world wide web have 

opened to us such incredible access to distant communities and 

information that now feel so close and meaningful to us, in a way I would 

say this outer circle if not thicker it has definitely increased in our access to 

it and how much we engage with it 

 

And that middle circle, he says,…is disappearing 

 

The middle circle is disappearing because we don’t really need to be in 

those mid-sized communal spaces to get what we need any more: our 

inner circles are thick and precious to us and provide a great deal of our 



emotional needs, and we have SO much access to the world as we 

perceive it through those outer circle means of connection that the space 

that middle circle took up is diminishing in purpose 

 

You don’t need to go to a bank anymore to deposit a check, you can do 

that from home 

 

You don’t need to go to the store to buy clothes, or groceries, or even your 

prescriptions, you can do that online 

 

You don’t need to be part of your regional political party or attend their 

meetings to know their platforms for upcoming elections – it’s blasted on 

social media and all over the web  

 

You don’t have to go to church buildings to feel connected to the Holy - you 

can watch on TV or read inspiring Instagram posts from faithful influencers 

 

The middle circle is disappearing – our neighbors are vanishing 

 

And, as a result, our relationships with people outside of our inner circles 

are suffering 

 

Think for a moment, what’s your definition of a good neighbor? And, in this 

instance I mean literally the people who live in dwellings close to you. Think 

about it… 

 

Dunkelman observes that most people these days (granted this was 2014 

but I think it’s still true) will say “oh we have great neighbors, they’re very 

quiet and they keep to themselves, they’re very tidy and courteous.” 

 

Sounds nice, right? Perhaps! 

 

But, there was a time when the definition of a good neighbor was 

something more like “oh we have great neighbors, they keep an eye on our 

elderly neighbor next door, and I was chatting with them the other day and 



we love watching the kids who walk to school on our street, and I borrowed 

a cup of sugar from the lady across the street to make cookies the other 

day, and you know Lucy up the street is going through a tough time so we 

all pitch in and mow her lawn.” 

 

What Dunkelman observes, and me, too, is that one of the answers to the 

question “what makes a good neighbor?” emphasizes how I’m left alone, 

and the other emphasizes relationship 

 

I’m not saying that the relational answer wasn’t yours when I asked you to 

ponder this, but it’s more and more rare and I would guess that a more 

general average of answers would be the first answer “they’re great 

neighbors, they’re nice and quiet and keep to themselves” 

 

As our middle circles disappear, we become more individualistic and run 

the risk of becoming deeply fixed in our values systems (because likely the 

people in our inner circles all share our views and the outer circle platforms 

and sources we pay attention to are the ones that reinforce our opinions 

and views and if they don’t we can unfollow or turn them off) 

 

As a result, one of the tragic side effects of the gifts of technology and the 

opening up of our world at our fingertips and the thickening of our inner 

circles is that we lose our ability to be with and tolerate people who 

disagree with us, we forget how to disagree and still be community – 

because in this new reality, we don’t have to 

 

Do you know what one of those middle circle spaces that Dunkelman 

noticed is disappearing? Churches! 

 

Churches or Synagogues or Mosques have traditionally been one of those 

places where people come together and interact with people who aren’t 

part of their inner circle and who are embodied beings in front of them and 

not profiles on an app or figure heads on a screen 

 



And for a while now, the narrative of The Episcopal Church, and many 

others, has been one of dwindling numbers and closing parishes 

 

Some of the churches that survive are manifestations of these inner- and 

outer-circles: inner circle churches are pretty small in numbers and gather 

mostly around existing relationships to each other and a set of values for 

which there is almost a litmus test of sorts that says “if you believe these 

things and want to express them as we express them you can be part of 

our inner-circle” 

 

Outer-circle churches are the ginormous churches where you can basically 

be anonymous in worship and then find your inner circle community 

through a small group, no one has to know what you believe to be part of 

this large church and you can kind of pick and choose what you want to 

believe and integrate into your life because you’re on your own journey with 

Jesus anyway 

 

I have always felt some sort of calling to hold onto being a middle-circle 

church: where God’s love and presence in our lives is discerned through 

the relationships we have with those who join us in the journey and that we 

experience the ecstasy of God’s liberating love as we work through the 

tougher nuts of faith to crack with input from the different voices of those 

around us 

 

But, Dinkelman warns us in his book: if you want to continue to foster 

middle circle spaces, we’re going to need to be re-trained in how to get 

along with each other 

 

It almost seems silly to say that, doesn’t it, that we need to relearn how to 

get along with each other - surely we know how to get along! 

 

And, we are very lucky here at St. Bart’s, for the most part we do know how 

to get along – but I can’t say that I don’t see in myself the side effects of our 

changing world creeping into myself and our wider community all the time 

 



If I want to steward middle-circle relationships in my life – here and in my 

neighborhood – then I need to be diligent in my practice 

 

So what do I do if someone sins against me, if I have a conflict or quarrel 

with another, “go and point out the fault when the two of you are alone” 

Jesus says 

 

“Go deep” as Debie Thomas puts it, “Jesus begins by teaching us that 

when we experience conflict, we should go deep and name it.  We should 

not allow a broken relationship to wither in the shallows, all authenticity and 

transparency lost.  We should engage.  We should risk honest 

conversation.  We should strive for genuine healing — not simply the 

illusion of harmony.”1 

 

Strive for genuine healing – genuine connection, genuine relationship – not 

the illusion of harmony, the illusion of “everything’s okay,” the illusion of 

“eh, I don’t need to say anything” 

 

And if they don’t listen to you, “guard the truth” Debie says, and invite 

others to witness your truth 

 

And if they still don’t listen, lean into community, “lean into the body…the 

Scriptures describe the church as a body, each part wholly interdependent 

on every other.  When conflicts arise in our midst, what’s at stake is not my 

personal feelings or your personal liberty; what’s at stake is the health and 

well-being of the entire body.” 

 

Debie is speaking of the idea that broken relationships and wounds fester 

and while ignoring or dismissing them might feel prudent in the moment 

they just add to the ill health of the ecosystem 

 

Let the body witness so that the body – church body, community, nation – 

can be healthy and whole 

 
1 https://www.journeywithjesus.net/essays/2740-the-beloved-community 



 

And if they still don’t listen, “Practice hospitality,” Debies says. “At first 

glance, this instruction” to treat the other as a Gentile or tax collector “might 

sound like it gives us permission to shun or ‘cancel’ people with whom we 

experience deep conflict.  But consider how Jesus treats Gentiles and tax 

collectors.  Recall how he treats Zaccheus, or the Roman centurion’s 

servant…or the Samaritan woman at the well, or the Syrophoenician 

woman and her sick daughter.  In every instance, Jesus offers the outsider 

love, care, healing, hope, and compassion.  He doesn’t ever ‘get rid of’ the 

people he doesn’t like, or whose values and beliefs don’t match his own.  

He continues to love them as creatively and authentically as he can.” 

 

In our world, we need this text from Matthew because we need to hear and 

keep hearing how to be in this world with people we disagree with and 

Jesus seemed to know that we were going to disagree with each other 

 

To me, and maybe it seems to Jesus, there is so much lost if we forget how 

to be good neighbors to each other, if we lose our middle circles 

 

I don’t want my neighbors to disappear, I want my neighbors to be very 

much in my sight, and if that’s the case then I also need Jesus and his 

teachings in my heart and played through my mind on repeat 

 

Because, as Paul says, “Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore, love 

is the fulfilling of the law”. Amen. 


