
Readings for Sunday the 23rd Sunday of the Year 
 
FIRST READING: Ezekiel 33:7-9 
 
A reading from the Book of the Prophet Ezekiel: 
 
 Thus says the LORD: You, son of man, I have appointed watchman for the house of Israel; 
when you hear me say anything, you shall warn them for me. If I tell the wicked, “O wicked one, 
you shall surely die,” and you do not speak out to dissuade the wicked from his way, the wicked 
shall die for his guilt, but I will hold you responsible for his death. But if you warn the wicked, 
trying to turn him from his way, and he refuses to turn from his way, he shall die for his guilt, 
but you shall save yourself. 
 
The word of the Lord. 
 
RESPONSORIAL: Psalm 95:1-2, 6-7, 8-9 
If today you hear his voice, harden not your hearts. 
 
Come, let us sing joyfully to the Lord; let us acclaim the rock of our salvation. Let us come into 
his presence with thanksgiving; let us joyfully sing psalms to him. 
If today you hear his voice, harden not your hearts. 
 
Come, let us bow down in worship; let us kneel before the Lord who made us. For he is our 
God, and we are the people he shepherds, the flock he guides. 
If today you hear his voice, harden not your hearts. 
 
Oh, that today you would hear his voice: “Harden not your hearts as at Meribah, as in the day 
of Massah in the desert, Where your fathers tempted me; they tested me though they had seen 
my works.” 
If today you hear his voice, harden not your hearts. 
 
SECOND READING: Romans 13:8-10 
 
A reading from the Letter of Saint Paul to the Romans: 
 
 Brothers and sisters: 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. 
 
The word of the Lord. 
 
 
 
 
 



GOSPEL: Matthew 18:15-20 
 
+ A reading from the holy Gospel according to Matthew: 
 
 Jesus said to his disciples: “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. Amen, I say to you, 
whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be 
loosed in heaven. Again, amen, I say to you, if two of you agree on earth about anything for 
which they are to pray, it shall be granted to them by my heavenly Father. For where two or 
three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them.” 
 
The Gospel of the Lord. 
 
Reflection for Sunday the 23rd Sunday of the Year 
 
There’s a way to misread all three of this Sunday’s readings and finish with a mistaken vision of 
being faithful. Ezekiel’s message of God naming all of us watchers of others can lead all of us 
astray. Who watches the watchers? It sounds as if the most faithful of people are meddling 
busybodies. Each of us faces the same problem. Can I tell the difference between what God 
truly wants and my own self-righteousness? The difference between observing and judging is 
often difficult to see. It also sounds, in Ezekiel’s message, that someone else’s salvation 
depends on me. How can that be? Will my salvation depend upon how well I can influence 
another’s behavior? Sometimes I have trouble influencing my own for the better. Salvation for 
you and me is a gift from God. I am just as much a sinner as everyone else. We are all human 
beings. Human nature is fundamentally flawed. Only with God’s grace can we do what is right. 
Only by turning to God will we change.  
 
One of the best ways to influence people is by our actions and not by our words. If we spend all 
our energies watching others and what they do, how will we hear God’s voice? We want others 
to hear our voices. No one is saved by our nagging. How many of us have family members who 
never go to church on Sunday? I know I do. My brother’s shadow only darkens the door of the 
church when there’s a family funeral. I got him to go to mass, once, when I stayed at his house 
on a Saturday and Sunday and celebrated a mass in his living room. I told him that I needed a 
congregation of at least one to answer the call and response prayers. I advised my mother to 
“invite” him to go with her on Christmas, Easter and mothers’ day and leave it at that. Invitation 
is the way Jesus recruited the twelve disciples. 
 
What each of us needs is a conscience. We all know right and wrong. We know that judging 
others is wrong. We all know that meddling in others’ affairs causes more problems than it 
solves. If, by our behavior, we witness to our faith, if we strive to do right and avoid doing 
wrong, we can show others that there’s another way to live. 
 
I had a dear friend, the deacon’s wife from my first parish; she died in her middle eighties. She 
said something very wise in this regard. God doesn’t have grandchildren. When we were all 



small, as children, we needed guidance, direction and instruction to learn what’s right and 
wrong. Our parents had to nag us to take out the garbage, wash the dishes and make our beds. 
At some point we became adults. Hopefully our parents no longer need to nag us. As adults, we 
are God’s children, God’s beloved daughters and sons. Our parents did the best they could. 
They won’t be sent to hell because we may fail. In God’s eyes, they and we are God’s beloved 
sons and daughters. As adults we are responsible for our own actions to God. We can advise 
others but they may not take our advice. When that happens the best we can do is entrust 
them to God’s provident grace. 
 
We believe in God, who is love. God’s mercy and forgiveness has a source that is eternal and 
unconditional. God’s gift is forgiveness when we fail. God has not given us grammar school hall 
monitors who wait for our infractions of the rules and our failures through sin. Each of us is 
responsible to God for our own, not others’ actions. We must be watchful and mindful of our 
own behavior. Jesus told us to take the wooden beam from our own eye before we try to 
remove the speck of wood from another’s. 
 
Paul’s thoughts follow these. In faith what do we owe one another? The Law and the Prophets, 
Paul and Jesus all agree. They give us the same message. Love God with all you’ve got. Love 
your neighbor as yourself. Here John Lennon got it right. “All you need is love, love.” We owe 
one another, as a believer in Jesus, love. All of the commandments are summed up in that. 
Hopefully in all (or most) we do will show we are Christians by our love in the way we live and 
treat others. 
 
The Gospel takes what it really means to love others by taking the steps to forgive. I find it 
ironic that Jesus does not touch on us as the ones who sin against others. When we really screw 
up we want the ones we hurt to forgive us, don’t we? We don’t want to be punished or be 
subjected to another’s vengeance. Yet how long can we keep a “red rage” alive when people 
hurt us? How  often do we fantasize revenge? The old proverb, revenge is a dish best served 
cold can send shivers down my spine. Sometimes they are shivers of regret for the times I acted 
vengefully. When people sin against us, we can feel like a victim. There is an unholy trinity of 
affect that comes from feeling a victim; Victim, Avenger and Victimizer. We can feel completely 
justified in getting even or acting as a defender of others and avenging them. When we do 
those things we become one who makes more victims. 
 
There’s only one way out of the pattern. Our justification can be a mere excuse for bad 
behavior. Our justice can be punitive and vengeful. Only God is just. God’s justice is forgiveness. 
How often will God forgive? God will never turn away from a humble, broken heart. God will 
forgive all who turn to God. God’s forgiveness is, again, eternal and unconditional for God’s love 
is forgiveness’ source. Because God forgives each of us, we can forgive too. Forgiving another 
does not give them a free pass. Forgiveness does not transform what’s wrong into right. It 
allows both parties to try again, anew. This is not a suggestion either. Perhaps the scariest 
words I’ve ever prayed are, “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against 
us.” Forgiveness is both a mandate and our witness of faith. It is what God has offered to us, 
freely. It is what we can offer others in turn. Forgiveness is rarely a one-time event. There will 
always be new hurts. Sometimes the hurt may be very deep. Forgiveness is a process and may 
take years. It is always a goal we can strive to fulfill. 
 



Jesus offered the image of binding and loosening. The desire for getting even with someone 
binds people together. Forgiveness can be a way to loosen the bonds. By forgiving someone we 
let go of the anger that burdens us. The event is over; let go of it. A way to do this is to visualize 
Jesus standing between you and the one who hurt you. Visualize Jesus separating the two of 
you with his arms spread apart. Feel Jesus’ hand over your heart. Know that Jesus has his other 
over your foe’s heart. Remember that both of you are Jesus’ beloved sibling. Let Jesus become 
what comes between you as the link. Many years ago my spiritual director, God rest his soul, 
offered to me this image. Over the years this image has been a source of healing. With practice, 
it works. 
 
Jesus also offers us a four-step model of behavior when facing conflict: 
1) Confrontation – Address the problem with the other party. 
 If this fails, move on to the second step. 
2) Negotiation – Bring along a couple witnesses or facilitators. 
 If this fails, move on to the third step. 
3) Adjudication – Involve the whole community. 
 If this fails, move on to the fourth step. 
4) Judgment – This may involve separation. 
 
In every conflict there is more than one aggrieved party. It takes two to tango. There are 
witnesses, facilitators and the rest of the community for a reason. They stand to point out that I 
may have caused the trouble not my opponent. They add perspective and can act as a buffer. 
There may be no way to work out problems for some are intractable. Jesus commands us to 
love our enemies and pray for our persecutors. Jesus never says to like them. The best we can 
do, sometimes, is to avoid them. Keeping apart may be the best way to love an enemy, at a 
distance. Avoidance of another does not violate Jesus’ command. It can help us to avoid 
another sin. It can be like the rabbi’s blessing for the tsar in “Fiddler on the Roof.” May the Lord 
protect and keep the tsar; far away from us! 
 
Jesus says to treat those who remain unchanged as a Gentile or a tax collector. Does that mean 
exclusion, expulsion and excommunication? Perhaps it may, but I have to ask how did Jesus 
treat tax collectors and Gentiles? Wasn’t Matthew, who wrote today’s gospel a tax collector? 
Aren’t most of us Gentiles? I have to ask; how does Jesus treat all of us? Perhaps instead of the 
last step it is a new invitation? 
 
At the end of this gospel Jesus presented a pattern for prayer and community. It raises, at least 
for me, some questions. Does this mean that if you and I want to win the state lottery all we 
have to do is agree on it? If it did, we would all be rich. For this I go to the times in the gospels 
when we heard Jesus praying. Jesus gave us the Our Father. It is Jesus’ own prayer. How does 
he tell us to pray? I touched on the forgiveness part above. In the garden of Gethsemane, Jesus 
prayed, “Father, let the cup pass from me!” He added, “Not my will, but thy will be done.” We 
begin the Our Father with similar words. Prayer draws us more deeply into a relationship with 
God. To do God’s will is our life’s call. For us to discover God’s presence with us is our life’s fruit. 
 
There are many things that can divide people. The biggest divisive thing can be opinion. 
Opinions are like bad days, everyone has them. How does Church work? In many of the 
parishes I’ve been we celebrated Thanksgiving in an Ecumenical Prayer Service. The local 



Christian Church Communities would gather for a common prayer. Those could be powerful 
moments when the whole Church, in an area, gathered in fellowship to pray, sing and worship 
together. They were moments where denomination didn’t matter as much as our shared 
identity as Christ’s Church, which is more like he, not we, intended. I was stationed in Skokie for 
six years. We gathered with more of God’s people. Our Thanksgiving Service was Interfaith for 
the local Synagogues participated too. 
 
What joins us when we gather together for mass on Sunday? We gather as individuals and 
families to become God’s family. Each person gathering comes together for their own reasons, 
burdens and gifts. Somehow we become God’s family, the Church and the Body of Christ. We 
gather in Jesus’ name. This is Jesus command and promise. Jesus is the glue. In Jesus’ presence 
who can not be transformed. I maintain that gathering for mass is not the only time this can 
happen. All we need is gather in Jesus’ name. Since Jesus is part of each of us, any time two or 
more gather can be in Jesus’ name, over lunch, with the kids or car-pooling to work. 
Recognition or intention may be the catalyst that acknowledges Jesus gift. I think the mystery of 
the Church can happen much more than we realize. This is something that can lighten the 
burden of social distance. I use the word “Fellowship” to describe the experience. The Missal 
we use today uses the word, “Communion.” Communion can refer to gathering as the Church 
and the Sacrament we receive. Usually I do not like the ambiguity that arises from using the 
same word to describe two different things, but now, away from mass and separated by social 
distance, when two or three gather in Jesus’ name, we can be communion even though we 
can’t receive communion. I will note that becoming communion, the Body and Blood of Jesus 
was at the heart of the Vatican II renewal of the mass. 
 
The scriptures today can be approached on a deeper level than first glance. Ezekiel, Paul and 
Jesus call us to live responsibly in faith. We are all responsible to God in the way we live. We are 
responsible to God for what we do. We are not responsible to God for what others do. We are 
responsible as well to each other through our actions. We are bound together through, with 
and in Christ. The gifts Jesus gave us we can give to one another. 
 
May you remain healthy in Christ. May those with COVID 19 find healing and peace. May we 
work together to keep one another safe. 
 
James D. Beath 
September 5-6, 2020 


