
Our Gospel today speaks about a very delicate subject: fraternal correction. What 

to do when a brother or sister sins against you.  

When someone sins against us, when someone does us wrong, how do we 

approach it?  Do we just swallow it up?  Do nothing, keep it to ourselves and let it 

pass? Do we plot revenge, seeing how we can get even? Do we speak behind the 

person’s back?  Spread gossip? Inform others in order to provoke feelings of pity?  

If it is a big and juicy offense we can always use social media to make sure that our 

story gets out there and we can make sure the whole world is offended while we 

are at it.   

 Now if we look at today’s Gospel, what Jesus says makes a lot of sense.  Approach 

the person privately and point out the offense.  If that does not lead to a change, 

then bring a couple of witnesses, and if that doesn’t work tell it to the Church; and 

if that doesn’t work, the offender is to be excluded from the Christian community.  

It is a logical and balanced approach.   

But it is not an easy approach to actually execute in practice.  Are we confident in 

ourselves that we are right and the other is wrong?  Do we know witnesses who 

will support us?  What does it mean to “tell it to the church”?  It is rather 

complicated. 

A couple of weeks ago the Gospel was about Peter’s profession of faith, his being 

declared by Jesus to be the rock on which the Church was founded.  It was about 

being given the keys of the kingdom: “What you bind on earth will be bound in 

heaven, what you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.”  That exact same 

phrase is repeated in today’s Gospel.  

The Gospel today describes how the church is involved in this act of binding and 

loosing.  If the sinner does not listen to the church, let that one be a Gentile or a 

tax collector.  Let that one be excluded from the body of the Church.   

If have ever studied the history of sacramental practice you would know that in 

the early church the sacrament of penance was a much more rigorous exercise.  If 

after having been baptized one committed a serious sin, the process of 



reconciliation took time and effort. The penance imposed was severe, and it was 

public. Everyone knew what you had done.  You would sit at the doors of the 

church begging and waiting to be readmitted to the Eucharist.   

Over time this practice gave way to what we do today; private confession, at more 

regular intervals, with private penance and without the same rigour.   

What is the best approach? 

As we listen to the words of Jesus today we need to realize that the goal of this 

process of correction that he outlines is always about healing.  How do we best 

bring healing to the sin that has been committed? 

In the Gospel of Luke as Jesus dies on the cross, we hear him say, “Forgive them 

Father for they know not what they do.”  

Father Karl Rahner in commenting on this passage stated: “They knew what they 

were doing, but what they did not know, was how much God loved them.”   

Our response to today’s psalm, “O that today you would listen to the voice of the 

Lord.  Do not harden your hearts.” 

When it comes to reconciliation, the healing of sin, the forgiveness of offense, 

whatever path we take, is it because God’s voice, God’s love, has softened our 

hearts.  Let us not act and speak out of hearts of stone, but from hearts that have 

been transformed, softened by God’s mercy.   

 

 

 

 

 


