I want to note something very interesting in the Gospel today—a wonderful contrast that Jesus sets up for us.  He begins this Gospel today by describing Christians who are locked in conflict with one another, struggling to resolve their disagreement (not an uncommon thing, even in the Church).  But through a beautiful course of discussion, he ends the passage describing the experience of Christians who are of one mind and heart—united in prayer, united in common goals and intentions—God is there present among them!  Jesus treats conflict as something that we can overcome.  Unity is the goal we work toward in every one of our relationships.  

But unity can be hard to come by.  Jesus recognizes that, and he isn’t afraid to confront it.  He once saw a problem among his followers and said, “Here’s a new commandment for you: Love your enemies” (it’s a pretty familiar teaching).  But as much time as we spend talking about it—how we’re supposed to love our enemies and pray for them—still we find that right here in the Church, among people of faith, there are those who hold grudges, hang on to petty hurts, refuse to forgive or to love.  For them, the entire experience of the Gospel is not the joyful thing it ought to be.  They miss a huge part of what it means to belong to Christ.  
Jesus acknowledges that even faithful Christians are going to have conflicts.  But we’re called to resolve them, not hang on to them.  In fact, our behavior on this very issue is what makes Christianity either very attractive or very repulsive to others.  About 500 years an Italian duke noted that “we Christians are commanded to forgive our enemies, but you never read that we are commanded to forgive our friends.”  And isn’t that the truth?  We sometimes treat those closest to us worse than we treat our enemies.  We insult the very people we say we love; we refuse to forgive them; we neglect them.  I don’t know why we do it, maybe in time we just begin to take them for granted.  

The fact is, the Church is not made up of sinless, perfect people.  Jesus came for those who acknowledge that they are sinners.  We all fall and rise in virtue; we make good and bad decisions.  We get selfish.  At times we’re uncharitable.  And because of that, we’re going to have conflicts and disagreements and hurt feelings.  It’s a real challenge to hold together this vast Body of Christ in a bond of genuine love—it requires a rule of life to govern those difficult times.  That’s what Jesus lays out for us today—a plan of action for mending broken relationships.  
So what is our obligation in those times, when we’re hurt by another person?  Our natural impulse is to yield to anger, perhaps revenge: 
· We might yell, scream, threaten, call the other person all sorts of names;
· We might spread false rumors about them, exaggerate the hurt to make them look bad, seek to ruin their reputation; 

· We might even resort to physical violence

No doubt, being hurt by someone is a horrible thing, especially when it’s someone we expect to treat us with love and respect.  But are we called to respond with violence, “an eye for an eye”?  You know what they say, “An eye for an eye, and the whole world goes blind.”  Aren’t we called to be better?  Aren’t we called to rise above our pride and subdue our anger and desire for revenge?  Isn’t that the way of Jesus Christ?  

No doubt, we can all think of times we have failed in working out our differences with others.  We might walk away from the conflict and play the scene over and over again in our minds, or we look for opportunities to disparage the person in our conversations with others, or we go so far as to avoid those times when we might see or run into that person.  What kind of prison must we put ourselves in by doing that?  
But Jesus gives us a surefire way not to be imprisoned in that way, to make certain that anger never takes hold of our heart in the first place.  The key is to confront conflicts and offenses when they occur, and work to resolve the conflict before it begins to fester.  When we work with couples preparing for marriage in the Church, conflict resolution is one of those big areas we talk about, and communication is always a key component.  That’s what Jesus is talking about today.  Without good communication, conflicts are going to result in unhappy marriages and broken relationships.  I’m always amazed how many couples preparing for marriage tell me that, once they learn some very simple communication skills and put them into practice, they find how easy and effective they really are.  And they remember them, and they use them.  These skills have helped calm down many potential conflicts before they become too big of a problem.  
And these communication skills have a basis in today’s Gospel.  Jesus says, “Here’s a plan for how to deal with conflict.”  When a problem arises, the first thing to do is not to go off and start telling everyone else about how you’ve been hurt.  The first thing to do is talk directly with the person that you have a problem with—try to work it out in a calm, respectful way.  If that doesn’t work, then turn to others who can come in with the two of you and mediate the conflict, perhaps give their insight into what they see as the problem.  And if that doesn’t work, finally turn to the Church, the body of Jesus Christ, who can lay out very clearly Jesus’ expectations of us in any relationship (after all, in the end, you can’t argue with Jesus!).  
Christ tells us, when there’s a conflict—in any relationship—choose to be a problem solver, not a problem maker.  We don’t have to constantly be on the offensive…or the defensive.  There doesn’t always have to be a winner and a loser—both can come out ahead, and community can be strengthened when there’s proper communication and a conscious choice to work on the problem. 
I think what many people find, when they really communicate with each other, is that misunderstanding is often at the heart of the disagreement.  Communication allows us to discover the true nature of the offense.  And in talking about the problem, people can open up their minds and hearts to one another and actually build unity in their relationship.  It’s a win-win for everyone!  And Jesus laid all this out for us long before the psychologists told us this is the way to go.  Jesus taught us how to be, so that the healing Spirit of God can enter into our relationships and heal our divisions.  
