23RD SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘A’

When we see a good friend or family member hurt or in danger, we hopefully step up to help them.  They may have a physical, emotional, or psychological need, and we seek to do what we can to respond.  Unfortunately, when we see another person falling into sin, we are reluctant to do the same.  Today, the sacred texts tell us that we are to muster whatever courage necessary to meet this mutual responsibility as well, even above all of the others.

Today Saint Paul tells us that we owe it to one another to love each other.  Because true love does no evil, we are to confront others with their failures, for their conversion and ours as well.  The prophet Ezekiel was so attuned to God’s will and God’s ways that he could make known whatever God wished made known.  And he had better do it or he would be held responsible for the death of the sinner.

Today in the Gospel, Saint Matthew has Jesus offering a procedure for helping others see their mistake and turn again to God.  Its purpose was not to alienate or isolate others, but to encourage them.  “If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault between you and him alone.  If he listens to you, you have won over your brother.  If he does not listen, take one or two others along with you, so that ‘every fact may be established on the testimony of two or three witnesses.’  If he refuses to listen to them, tell the church.  If he refuses to listen even to the church, then treat him as you would a Gentile or a tax collector.”

As we seek to fulfill our responsibility toward one another in this regard, it becomes of utmost importance to realize and remember that the church exists not for the pious and the righteous but for the sinners and the godless.  The German theologian Father Hans Kung always insisted, “For all the gravity of its message, the church must not judge and condemn but heal, forgive, save.  The church’s inevitable warnings must not be an end in themselves, but a reminder of the offer of grace held out by God.”

In a word, “we hate the sin but we love the sinner.”  The mission of the church is to keep sin at a distance.  Jesus is constantly telling us that he is here with us … in His Word, in the Sacraments – repeatedly in the Eucharist, “where two or three gather together in my name, I am in the midst of them.”  And whatever we bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever we loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.”  The church exists for the sinners and the godless. The church must not judge and condemn, but heal, forgive, save.

This all sounds clear and very good, until the rubber hits the road.  Sin is simply living outside of God’s presence and grace.  Our mission and concern as church is to live in God’s love and invite and encourage all others to enjoy living in God’s love, as well.  Together as Church, relying upon our faith in the teachings established by the Church during twenty centuries of existence, and looking to those currently entrusted with leadership and authority in the Church, we seek to know God’s love for us and share that Good News in life with others.  

But it is never easy to apply or communicate this with certainty, because ultimately what we have is not concrete knowledge but, rather, faith in a divine person whose primary concern is love for everyone – we are all God’s children.  I can say that I feel that I know the love that God has for all of us and I know what is or would be sin for me.  But I cannot judge the sinfulness of another.  I can only share my concern for what I perceive to be sin – life outside of God’s presence and grace.  Our mission and concern as church is to live in God’s love and encourage others to enjoy living in God’s love, as well.

Because our Church is built upon faith in Jesus Christ as the Son of God, the savior God promised to send to the world, it is a challenge for every believer at every level of Church life and authority to know, live, and teach God’s way for God’s children.  For example, I was trained in theology during the Second Vatican Council, where the bishops of the world believed that they were guided by the Holy Spirit in applying Pope John XXIII’s call to open up the window of the Church and allow fresh air to enter.  Pope Paul VI followed Pope John XXIII, and led the Council to its conclusion. There have been three popes since Paul VI.  For some mysterious reason, Pope John Paul I lived only a few weeks after his election.  Popes John Paul II and Pope Benedict XVI have not been eager to lead the Church according to the spirit of the Second Vatican Council.  So I am sometimes unclear with regard to official Church teaching, but I have no doubt of God’s love for me and for everyone else.

Father Roy Bourgeois, a Maryknoll priest, has often been in the national press over the years.  He is passionate about Christianity, and his passion often gets him into trouble.  He has led the campaign to close the School of the Americas and has often landed in jail because of that.  Now he is publically advocating the ordination of women in the Roman Catholic Church, and Rome is telling Maryknoll, his Missionary Society, that they must dismiss him.  Precisely how and where love of God ends and sin enters this situation is a difficult dilemma for the priest, the Society, and the Church authority in Rome.

Moral situations of most interest and concern to us are often in the areas of sexual morality, although other social and ethical issues abound.  When a marriage ends in civil divorce and one or both parties fall in love with another and wish to marry again, the sacrament of Matrimony is called into question.  The Church trusted the good will of both partners in desiring to invite Jesus Christ into their relationship for life, and they presumably trusted one another in this regard, as well.  But something was not right or present, and the tragedy of divorce occurred.  Seeking a declaration of annulment is a painful and prolonged process, but the Church is always willing to assist a divorced person in investigating the possibility that the initial commitment could not have been a Sacramental union.

The pressures of society are always a challenge to our morality.  It is currently quite acceptable in our society for couples to live together prior to marriage: contributing to the development of the relationship; economically advantageous; even offering safety from harm.  But the Church is concerned that the sacredness of commitment can easily be ignored, and one or both parties may greatly suffer as a result.  

So we are all always involved in a spiritual struggle as we seek to know what is right and to love as Jesus did.  We owe it to one another to love each other.  When we see someone hurt or in danger of living without God’s presence in his or her life, we are to muster whatever courage necessary to try to help, not alienating or isolating, but encouraging conversion.  

Today Jesus offers us a three-step process to reach out to out to others.  Then he says: “If he refuses to listen even to the church, then treat him as you would a Gentile or a tax collector.”  That sounds harsh until we recall how Jesus treated the Gentiles and tax collectors … always loving them.

When we have done all that we humanly can, we still have the power of united prayer. Through prayer, believers become aware of the presence of God in Jesus, who is the basis for their being church.  Through prayer, we learn patience with ourselves and with others. In the words of Father James Smith:  “ It is hoped that those who pray together will also learn to respect and appreciate the differences of others and realize that the Lord Jesus chooses to be reflected and revealed in each and every one:  “There I am in the midst of them.”     

