If you find a £20 note lying in the street, what should you do with it? The  correct answer , I am sure, that you should take it down to the police station. If the money is not claimed by somebody with a convincing story within a certain period of time, I think it becomes yours. But is it yours? Technically speaking, it is not  - you have not earned it or been given it. Should you try harder and put an advert in the Leek Post and see if everyone claims it?. You might have a lot of applicants! Or stand in the street where you found it, with a placard saying "£20 found. Is it yours?" Or should you give the money to charity, given that you did not expect to have the money and strictly speaking it belongs to someone else? 
These kinds of moral dilemmas just alert us to the difficulty of always knowing what is the right thing to do. After the recent riots there was a lot of handwringing and soul-searching about the collapse of morality and I think there is a serious issue here. Thinking morally and acting rightly is not something that necessarily comes to us naturally. We have to learn the language of morality and some people have never been taught it, or if they have, have forgotten or ignored its grammar and vocabulary. But actually, as is usually the case in life, things are rather more complicated. Sometimes, it is not always so obvious what is right and what is wrong. Looting a shop, we would say, is clearly wrong and the breach of the commandment "Do not steal" but what about that £20 note? Even if it goes unclaimed, should you keep it?

In Jesus' day, the rabbis, the teachers of the law, recognised that, whilst God requires us to keep his laws, those laws need to be carefully applied in different situations. Around the laws of the OT grew up a whole body of interpretation, some of which is found in a collection called the Talmud in which distinguished rabbis give their opinion on how to interpret the law. They were trying to help people apply the law to their daily lives; see how in practical terms they might live as God requires them to live. 

Here is an example of this tradition of interpreting the law that is a little like my £20 note example: Would you be guilty of stealing if you find something and keep it without searching for the rightful owner? When is such a search required, and how extensive must it be? The Talmud states, “If a fledgling bird is found within fifty cubits of a dovecote, it belongs to the owner of the dovecote. If it is found outside the limits of fifty cubits, it belongs to the person who finds it”.

Now the fate of fledgling birds and dovecotes may sound all a little obscure and quaint even, but you can see that here was a serious attempt to see how the law of against stealing was to be applied in practice. If I find a £20 note on the table in your house then I can be fairly clear that to take it would be theft but the issue becomes more complicated is that £20 note is found in Derby Street. 
And the rabbis had a phrase for this process of discernment. They called it "binding and loosing." That which was bound by the law was that which was forbidden. But the rabbis also knew that in certain circumstances things might be permitted under the law and so that law would be "loosed". Jesus was many things, but he was certainly a rabbi, a teacher, and he was constantly being asked by people to give his interpretation of the law, whether to bind or to loose. A good example is Jesus teaching on divorce, particularly as we find it in Matthew's Gospel:
Some Pharisees came to him to test him. They asked, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any and every reason?”  [Give us you binding or loosing decision] ...  Jesus replied, “Moses permitted [loosed] you to divorce your wives because your hearts were hard. But it was not this way from the beginning.  I tell you [bind you] that anyone who divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, and marries another woman commits adultery.” 

Here Jesus gives quite a strict interpretation of the law. Men are not casually to divorce their wives. The law regarding marriage and divorce binds people to a certain way of life. But Jesus also looses; he gives an exception. If the woman in question is guilty of "sexual immorality" then divorce may be possible. Binding and loosing was the way in which people try to understand what God wanted from them in their lives.

So to our gospel reading this morning in which Jesus says,
I tell you the truth, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.
We have heard similar words recently from earlier in Matthew's Gospel. When Peter makes his extraordinary declaration that Jesus is "the Christ, the Son of the living God" Jesus says in reply,
I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.

Jesus gives to his church the gift and responsibility of discerning what it means to live as God's people in the world. In the complicated, sometimes messy and ambiguous reality of life, Jesus says to his disciples, "I give to you the authority to work out in practice how you should live." And notice this is an authority given to the church for its own life not carte blanche to go around telling everybody else how they should live or what they should do. Within the Christian community, however, we are to discern what it means for God's will be done on earth as it is in heaven. This is a great responsibility. There is no rule book descending from the sky that will tell you and me exactly how we should behave in every circumstance. Of course, we are not simply making this up as we go along. The Bible does give us clear principles by which to live and, as Christians, we are commanded to see everything through the lens of love. But, despite what some people seem to imply, often there is no obvious or clear "Christian" understanding of a particular moral issue or how that morality should be applied. In other words, we will disagree. The question is how do you handle those conflicts and disagreements? And that is what the first part of our gospel reading is all about. We know that we should love one another, forgive one another and be reconciled, but how in practice might that work? What do we loose, permit, one another to do and what we bind, forbid, one another to do?
So how do Christians cope with significant differences about, just to give two current examples of the Church of England, homosexuality or women bishops? Those on all sides, seem fairly convinced that the answers are obvious and that what they believe is either the "biblical" or "Christian" view but it seems to me if it really was all that obvious we wouldn't  be having the debate.  I think what is going on is the difficult task of binding and loosing. It would be so much easier if God would appear at General Synod and tell us the answer. Instead Jesus gives to the church the authority and the responsibility to work these things through together.
And for us, here in a local church, we need to play our part in discerning what it means to live the Christian life here in this place. If I can just plug our forthcoming "Fit for Purpose" conference in the middle of October, we will be wrestling there together with some exciting but challenging issues. We know our first joy and duty as Christians is to worship God but how? How, in practice,  is that done at St Edwards? We know that God is a welcoming God and we must be a welcoming people but what does that mean for us? What might we need to change in ourselves and in our building to be even more welcoming? And we know that we are called to be disciples, but how do we do that in 2011 in Leek? Are there things that make for healthy Christian lives and things we ought not to accept? Come on October 15 to St Edward's Junior High School and be part of that conversation; that process of discernment.

Finally, the authority to bind the loose is not the authority to decide to do what we like. There are two clear principles in our gospel reading:

Again, I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything you ask for, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven. For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them
So firstly, we are to strive for agreement. It may take us some time. We may never get there but it is when two or three come together that God's will is discerned. So I might have a brilliant idea to enhance our worship that involves the regular use of trapeze artists and  performing seals but would be an idea that would need testing by the wider church. It is why we have a Church Council. It is why we are going to have this conference in October. Binding and loosing is not the prerogative of any single individual, it is the work of the community and we need to wrestle and struggle through to agreement. Secondly, this only works when two or three come together in Jesus name and he is present there with them. We will make good decisions not because we are particularly clever or holy but because we submit our lives to the Lordship of Jesus Christ present amongst us. This process of discerning the truth is actually, at its very roots, a matter of prayer. As individuals we pray for God's leading and guiding in our own lives and as a community we pray for God's guidance and that his will may be made clear in our midst. Unless Jesus is present amongst us then even the brightest and wisest community of people can make serious errors. So, as we approach our parish conference, can I urge you to pray with all earnestness that in all we say and do we  will say and do it in the power of Jesus' name and for the sake of his glory.
