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Disagreements with others in life are inevitable. We do not all hold the same opinions, some 
of our behaviours will annoy others, our attitudes differ. Sometimes our disagreements lead 
to hurt, argument, resentment, grievance, conflict, but hopefully not to the extremes of abuse 
or violence. 
 
When there’s conflict in the church – and again disagreements and conflicts are inevitable 
among us human beings – the teaching in Matthew chapter 18 gives us a model for 
resolving it. First, the two people are to seek to resolve it themselves. If no agreement can 
be reached, then seeking the assistance of one or two others – as witnesses, maybe as 
mediators – is the next step. And if the grievance continues then it’s to be taken to the whole 
congregation to see if a solution can be found. And if there’s still no resolution, then 
separation will have to be the result - one of the aggrieved parties, in Matthew’s 
understanding the offending party, is to be cast out “as a Gentile or a tax collector”. 
 
Which is a strange ending to this model of conflict resolution. Throughout Jesus’ ministry he 
was keen to show that God’s love embraces all those normally thought to be beneath God’s 
concern. While the traditional Jewish faith of the time regarded Gentiles as outside of God’s 
love, and tax-collectors as sinful, corrupt and hated collaborators with the Romans, Jesus 
was at pains to declare that God’s love is for all and God’s forgiveness is offered to all – yet 
here Matthew’s teaching reverts to the old stereotypes to illustrate that there may have to be 
a separation, when conflicts cannot be resolved.  

 
This model of conflict resolution concludes with the beautiful assurance that Jesus will be 
working with us on the problem – “where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there 
among them”. The rider, of course, is the phrase “in my name” – if we are genuinely 
gathering in the name of Christ, following his way, adhering to Christ’s values and practices, 
then we can be sure that Christ is with us, and the right decisions will be made. In situations 
of conflict in the church, the right decision is likely to be steps towards reconciliation and 
unity, listening carefully to each other, respecting, loving one another, setting our own self-
interest below the interests of others, and only in extreme difficulty would separation, 
disunity, be seen as an appropriate way forward.  
 
This week I’ve been very conscious of grievance and conflict in various parts of the world. 
We’re nearing the 10th anniversary of 9-11, those terrible terrorist attacks on New York and 
Washington. Tensions continue to simmer in Palestine and Israel, with a United Nations vote 
on possible recognition of Palestinian statehood due this month. But what’s been closest to 
my heart this week has been the conflict in Fiji, where the military government under the 
dictatorial Commodore Bainimarama has been clamping down on civil society in an 
unprecedented way, including towards our partner the Methodist Church of Fiji. 
 
Let me acknowledge again that the situation in Fiji is far from straightforward. For decades 
now there has been tension in working out how the indigenous Fijians (most of whom belong 
to the Methodist Church) and the Fijian Indians live together, religiously, socially and 
politically. Political coups have tended to favour one side or the other, and have of course 
only increased the tension. The Methodist Church, our partners there, have been guilty in 
past years of favouring the political interests of indigenous Fijians over others, although I 
believe they are wanting to be far more inclusive these days, as they should be.  



 
Ten days ago the Fijian Government cancelled the annual conference of the Methodist 
Church at less than 24 hours’ notice. Despite the whole of the conference agenda having 
been submitted to the government, and approved, suddenly Prime Minister Bainimarama 
insisted that the President and General Secretary of the church had to be replaced, or he 
would prevent the Conference going ahead, by force if necessary. The Methodist church, 
bless them, decided not to press the issue, they simply affirmed that no government has the 
right to determine who should be the elected leaders of a church and accepted the 
cancellation of their conference. They did not call for street protests, they asked instead for 
genuine conversations between church and government and they called their church 
members to pray.  
 
Early last week the military government took it further. They have banned all church 
gatherings other than “normal Sunday worship”. Unless specific permission is granted by the 
government no Methodist congregation in Fiji is allowed to have a prayer meeting, or a Bible 
study, or a women’s auxiliary, or a youth group, or a fundraising stall. The disagreement 
between church and government deepens, as the Methodist Church holds to their view that 
the Bainimarama government is illegal, that democracy should be reinstated immediately, 
that freedom of religion, freedom of the press and freedom of association should be restored 
in Fiji. The danger in the situation is deepening; how long church leaders can continue to 
rein in hotheads who wish to take to the streets in protests which could all too easily turn 
ugly and violent, remains to be seen. One slightly encouraging sign is that late on Friday, 
after protests here in Australia, New Zealand, and several Pacific nations, the Fijian police 
force said the extreme restrictions on the Methodists were to be lifted – but it’s unclear if 
that’s really happening or not. 
 
Matthew’s model of conflict resolution can be applied even to this sort of disagreement. 
Seeking dialogue between the two parties has to be the starting point. If that gets nowhere, 
then seeking the help of mediators makes sense. If that achieves nothing, then taking it to a 
wider gathering, the Pacific Forum or the United Nations, is a logical step.  
 
The Pacific Conference of Churches has this week called for “meaningful dialogue” between 
the Fiji Government and the Methodist Church. The World Methodist Council has this week 
called for the churches, plural, in Fiji, to be in dialogue with the Government. The World 
Council of Churches has declared “It is absolutely unacceptable that the Fiji authorities 
intervene in internal church decisions and affairs” and called for prayers and dialogue.  
 
Disagreements happen. How we deal with them is what counts. Matthew’s teaching gives us 
a model based on honest conversation, listening, compromising, valuing unity, accepting 
difference with respect. And Jesus, our risen Lord, is with us, when we genuinely meet in his 
name as we attempt to find reconciliation and peace.  
 
To the glory of God, Amen.  
 
 
 
 


