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23rd Sunday in Ordinary Time 
2014 

Today's gospel is, I think, a little tricky.  I can just imagine a circumstance in which 

someone who likes to see himself or herself as the moral conscious of a community or of 

the world taking on the task of telling everybody what their sins and failings are.  After all, 

didn't Jesus command us to go to people directly and tell them what they've done wrong?  

And if that doesn't work, then you get a couple of your buddies to go along with you to put 

more pressure on the "sinner" in order to make him/her see the wickedness of his ways.  

And if that doesn't produce results, then you "tell the whole church" what this person  has 

done wrong.  And if even that doesn't work, then you treat the sinner like a pagan, you 

"shun" him or her. 

 

Every time I read this gospel, I shudder slightly, not because there is anything wrong with 

what Jesus is trying to get at, which is, I think, mutual responsibility and mutual 

accountability among his disciples, but because this text and practice can be and is so 

easily abused, abused because we Christians are tragically often not communities where 

the only thing we owe one another is love, as St. Paul tells us- but I'll get to that in  a 

minute. 

 

Just recently I came across an internet article and video in which a well-known evangelist 

of a big community church of some kind was telling his people how to deal with their 

children if they discover that they are gay.  And he used this gospel text that we heard 

this morning as the basis of his pastoral directive.  He argued that parents should follow 
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the procedure that Jesus' lays down- first go individually to the kid and try to explain to 

him/her that gay stuff is sinful, so they should stop; if he/she won't listen, then take a few 

people with you and try to get the child to understand what God wants; if that also fails, 

let the whole community know what's happening so that they can try to make the child 

see what righteousness is; and finally, if none of this works- and this is the point at which 

I nearly smashed the computer on which I was watching the video- if none of this godly 

process works, then throw the child out of your house and have nothing to do with him/her, 

shun the child, until she/he repents. 

 

I sat there for a while in stunned silence as I pondered the fact that this religious leader, 

this Christian leader, was seriously and, I assume, with integrity, telling people to act in 

this way towards their children.  And then all kinds of questions began go through my 

head, but the one that stood out in large bold letters was, "And what image of God does 

this pastor have?  What image of God has Jesus disclosed to him?  What image of God 

was he holding up in front of not only his own congregation but in front of thousands of 

more people who might have just happened, like me, to notice a google headline and 

then to listen to this guy or read his pastoral advice."  

 

And then I begin to think, "I understand why people can hate Christianity, can hate the 

church, can see us as simply a self-righteous, mean-spirited group of hypocrites that they 

don't want to have anything to do with".  I get that.  Fully one-in-four members of the 

Millennial generation – those who were born after 1980 and began to come of age around 

the year 2000 – are unaffiliated with any particular faith.  I get, at least in part, why that is.  
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After I moved through my anger and frustration,  I was left with trying to deal first of all 

with the text we heard as today's gospel.   

 

Sometimes the reason for the combination of readings in our liturgical lectionary that we 

use at Mass is not always clear or self-evident to me.  But today, I am particularly grateful 

for the combination.  Sandwiched in between the Old Testament reading which says that 

we should do our best to "dissuade the wicked from their ways" and the  gospel reading 

in which Jesus tells us to go to a brother or sister who has sinned against us (and that 

little piece- who has "sinned against you" is crucial, and I'll get  back to it), sandwiched 

between these two texts is another text from St. Paul's letter to the Romans.  You know,  

Paul, at times, can seem a little grumpy in some of his letters, but here is Paul, I think, at 

his theological and spiritual finest: 

Owe nothing to anyone, except to love one another; 
for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law. 

The commandments, “You shall not commit adultery; 

you shall not kill; you shall not steal; you shall not covet, ” 
and whatever other commandment there may be, 
are summed up in this saying, namely, 

“You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  
Love does no evil to the neighbor; 
hence, love is the fulfillment of the law. 
 

This Pauline interpretation of the Law, of the Torah, is, of course, an interpretation of what 

the Torah means.  It gives us Paul's understanding of what the 2nd Vatican Council called 

the "hierarchy of truths", and here Paul is following in the steps of Jesus himself who in 

the gospels tells us that the greatest commandment is to love God with all our heart and 

soul and mind and to love our neighbor as we love ourselves.  Like the apostle John, who 
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wrote that we cannot love God whom we don't see if we don't love our neighbor whom 

we do see, Paul has articulated the principle that love trumps everything, that love is the 

fulfillment of the Torah, that love does no evil to the neighbor, and that what we owe to 

one another is love.   

 

When Jesus says, "if your brother/sister sins against you" what, I think, he means is, "if 

your brother or sister has breached the commandment of love towards you, then, 

precisely as a brother or sister, you need to confront him/her with that.  The process that 

Jesus speaks about, I think, is a process for how to deal with the tragic reality that we 

Christians, those of us who claim to be his disciples, breach the commandment to love 

one another all too often.  How to do that without falling into busy-body moralism is a 

conversation that we should all have, as well as talking about our other, maybe even more 

prevalent, tendency, which is just to leave things or to walk away from people or to leave 

the community because somebody has put our nose out of joint.   

 

Neither moralistic intrusion in the lives of other people nor turning our backs on those 

whom we perceive to have hurt us is the Way of Jesus.  Standing before one another and 

with another and dealing with one another as people who owe one another love is the 

vocation of Christians as the Community of God's People.  Love, as St. Paul says,   fulfills 

the Law.  Whatever procedures of discipline there may be in the church, they must always 

have as their goal and their outcome the restoration of love among the disciples of Jesus, 

not punishment and not an ill-fated attempt to create a morally-pure community. 
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Pope Francis has been absolutely clear about what the "hierarchy of truths" looks like in 

terms of the Church's preaching and teaching: "When preaching is faithful to the Gospel, 

the centrality of certain truths is evident and it becomes clear that Christian morality is not 

a form of stoicism, or self-denial, or merely a practical philosophy or a catalogue of sins 

and faults. Before all else, the Gospel invites us to respond to the God of love who saves 

us, to see God in others and to go forth from ourselves to seek the good of others. Under 

no circumstance can this invitation be obscured! All of the virtues are at the service of this 

response of love. If this invitation does not radiate forcefully and attractively, the edifice 

of the Church’s moral teaching risks becoming a house of cards, and this is our greatest 

risk. It would mean that it is not the Gospel which is being preached, but certain doctrinal 

or moral points based on specific ideological options. The message will run the risk of 

losing its freshness and will cease to have “the fragrance of the Gospel”.    

 

Rather than that community church pastor who told people to shun their own children 

when they think they have morally failed,  Pope Francis is I think,  telling us how to really 

walk in the footsteps of both Jesus and Paul.  Thank God for this Pope! 


