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Admonish One Another

Dear Friends in Christ, Grace and Peace be with you from God our Father, and our Lord and Savior, Jesus the Christ.

Today is the last sermon in our Lenten series,  Love Another: Loving Across Our Differences.  And I must say that this book (hold up) has been one of the best I have read in a long time.  Pastor Sittser writes from his heart.  And his grasp of the struggles involved in following Jesus is clearly laid out for us to ponder.  

Sittser has identified a number of mutuality commands---the “one another” commands in the New Testament.  These commands are expectations which spring out of love….and they have included such things as comfort, forgiveness, encouragement and service.  Today we consider the command to “Admonish One Another.” 

“Admonish” is a term that we seldom use.  The root of the word is from the Latin and means “to warn.”   Contemporary uses of the word means to gently correct or to set right.  Sittser writes that admonishment “denotes confrontation, challenge or correction.  Behind it lies the assumption that something is very wrong with that person’s life.” (p. 163)  Sittser leaves this command to “admonish one another” for the last chapter because he says it is the most difficult of the mutuality commands and the one that we Christians often fail to do because it is seems awkward and contrary to our nature.  

When I think of “admonish one another” two pictures emerge for me that illustrate the difficulty that most of us have with this concept.  The first is this:
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Most people grow up well trained to avoid conflict.  By the time we are ready to start school we have heard this said to us many times, “If you can’t say anything nice, don’t say anything at all.”   We are taught to be nice to people—and rightfully so.  And if we see others act in ways that are harmful and make us feel uncomfortable, for multiple reasons we tend to keep our mouths shut.  It is easier to admonish within our own family, particularly when our children are young.  But as an adult it becomes more difficult.  It becomes easy to avoid confrontation and conflict.   “Let go and let live” describes this tendency.

You have heard people say:  “I feel like I am walking on eggshells.”  When we avoid admonishing another person or if we avoid sharing our concerns and our observations for fear of having the person become upset, then we find ourselves stymied.  

The result of this inaction brings to mind a second picture.
Elephant in the living room
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Nope.
Are you sure?
Yeah. Why do you ask?





If you grew up in a home where there was conflict, you learn that the best way to survive is to say nothing at all….or to pretend that everything is o.k….hoping that the problem will fix itself or go away.  
In our Lutheran Engaged Encounter weekends that Susanne and I facilitated for many years we used the phrase “peace at any price” to describe this.  We urged young couples contemplating marriage to avoid getting into this style of communication.

[blank]

Jesus addresses this issue with his disciples in Matthew 18.   “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 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…..”

Sounds difficult, doesn’t it?  Is it?  You bet it is.  Confronting a family member, a friend, a co-worker or church member is perhaps one of the most difficult things we have to do in life.  But done in the spirit of love, it is one of the greatest gifts that can be given to a person.

Susanne has had to admonish me many times in our life as husband and wife.  And of course it has hurt….but one thing I have never doubted.  Her admonishment was done out of love and with a loving spirit.

Prior to coming to serve as a pastor at Peace, most of my ministry involved working with families with alcohol or drug problems.  And as you can imagine, one of the most destructive things about addiction is how it affects behavior, especially within the context of a family.  And as is often the case with irresponsible behavior, we human beings have a tremendous capacity for self-deception.  Combine that with chemicals that affect memory, and the problems multiply in families struggling with addiction.

The wisdom of Jesus’ words on admonishing one another has been put to good use often in my ministry with families.  In Ephesians 4:15 the Apostle Paul uses this phrase:  “speaking the truth in love….”  Whenever there is the need for admonishing, it must always be done in love.  

In the course of ministry with families, I would guess that I have had to admonish or help families admonish thousands of times.  And it is always difficult.  Because to speak the truth, to hold up a mirror—so to speak—so that the person can see him or herself more clearly, is always done with a spark of fear and discomfort.  And part of that fear and discomfort is because we do not have control of the outcome.  What will that person think of me or do?
In Matthew 18: 20 Jesus says:  “For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.”  Some of the most powerful experiences of my life have been in gathering together with family members or friends to “admonish” a person struggling with addiction.  When gathered in Jesus’ name and when a person is confronted with specific behaviors in words oozing with genuine love and concern, the outcomes were often electrifying.    

And many times I have had people who were squirming with discomfort while on the receiving end of admonishment correspond with me some time later to thank me for the gift of “tough love.” 
Oftentimes, people who are admonished are unaware of how their behavior is affecting others.  And unless they are confronted, family and friends are part of a “conspiracy of silence” that continues the destructive behavior.  

“Admonish one another” wrote the Apostle Paul.  Done judiciously, done sparingly, done as a last resort after using other kinds of mutuality commands, holding up a mirror lovingly so another person can see more clearly their need to change direction is a great act of love.  In fact, it is one of the greatest gifts a person can ever receive.  
So my friends at Peace, we bring to a close this series of Lenten messages.  May this last piece of the puzzle help you to enrich your life in Christ, as we love one another across our differences.

Amen. 
    See no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil.
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