September 7th, 2014 – Fraternal Correction
I. The gospel addresses an issue of tremendous practical importance for each of us.
a. Namely, whether and how we ought to engage in fraternal correction.

i. We also call this “constructive criticism.”
b. In our world today this is really a “no-no.”

i. “Who are you to tell me what to do?”
c. We can find an excuse or justification for any kind of behavior.
d. And at the same time, we all engage in correction criticism of others all the time.

e. In fact it’s pretty much our favorite indoor past time…

i. …how people look…who do people befriend…how much money do people make…

ii. All of it seems to be fair game for criticism.

f. And, spiritually, we all know why we love this so much…
i. …the lower we make others, the higher we appear…at least to ourselves.

g. Let me say that an honest examination of conscience each day is crucial…specifically when we look at how many times we have engaged in the criticism of others.
i. I think we all would be pretty amazed at our findings.
h. Society says, “Who gives you the right to criticize?”
i. But, at the same time, we all do it.

II. What’s the biblical perspective on all of this?

a. It does indeed say we should engage in fraternal correction.

b. The first reading states this clearly, “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.”

i. That certainly is NOT a “live and let live” approach.

ii. This is God telling us we are to warn others.

1. It is not indifferentism.

c. We are not to make up an ethical standard as we go along, despite the social standard.
i. We are to listen to scripture which holds to the objective moral norm.

d. Also, scripture says we’re not isolated individuals, where we just make up our own mind and that people are not to tell us what to do.

i. In reality, we’re all part of the Mystical Body of Christ…we’re all part of a spiritual organism.

e. So, therefore, we can’t simply retreat into our individual psyche and say to a suffering world, “Well, that’s your problem.”  (Seinfeld example)
III. All of the baptized are called to be prophets…we have the role of Ezekiel.  
a. Critiquing people is not relegated only to the “Ezekiels” of the world.

i. Every baptized person is priest, prophet and king.
IV. So, this all answers the question as to whether or not we are supposed to do this…
a. …yes, we have to.
b. But what about the “how” when going about fraternal correction?

c. With that in mind we turn to the extremely clarifying gospel passage for today.

d. Jesus says with utter directness, “If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault between you and him alone.”
i. I invite all of you spend some time on that line.

ii. This is especially good to think about when we make our examination of conscience before we go to bed.

e. That line holds off the sinful tendency that is outlined above, namely that we go to everyone, except for the person in question, and complain about him behind his back.

f. That strategy is utterly unproductive and spiritually harmful…why?
i. Because it does nothing to help the person you’re criticizing and it puffs up your already inflated ego.

g. Yes, this is difficult, but going to the person himself is both productive and spiritually enlivening.
i. It has at least a fighting chance of accomplishing something, and confirms you in love.

ii. If you go directly to the person involved to bring the critique, you’ve got a fighting chance to really have an effect, and it’s confirming you in the stance and attitude of love.
h. In the gospel the accuser is encouraged to go to the person alone and nobody else.

i. Venting and gossiping are not helpful.

V. Okay, but suppose this strategy doesn’t work…
a. …suppose the person you’re criticizing doesn’t listen to you, or he even lashes out at you.

i. Please know that this certainly is not permission to start bad-mouthing him to everyone else.

b. Following the principle of subsidiarity, you are then encouraged to bring one or two others into the conversation, the Lord said.

c. Think here about those who have gone through the 12-step process.

i. The intervention method is similar to this.

ii. A handful of committed people, who love you, come to say that they are concerned about this problem that you have.

iii. They are not slandering…they are not gossiping behind your back.

iv. They are being constructive in a direct way to tell you about your problem.
d. The hope is that the person will get the point and get over his resentment and his defensiveness when he sees that it’s not just one person who sees his problem.
i. They love him and are telling him about this sensitive issue.

VI. As we continue in the gospel Jesus moves on by saying that if this approach does not work, then tell the church.
a. The word, “church,” here did not mean one of our bigger parishes where 100’s of people would be told about this problem.

i. Churches in “New Testament Times” would include a small community who would gather in a person’s home for Mass.

b. In today’s language this means the pastor and a few trusted members of his parish.

c. So, following this principle of subsidiarity, which means to start small…to start local…to start with the person…
i. …you go to the next level…then the next level…
ii. …always moving in a small way.

VII. Suppose, though, he doesn’t even listen to the church.

a. Then Christ instructs for us to have ongoing compassion and prayer.

b. His words can sound dismissive, such as when Christ says that if the guy doesn’t listen to the church, then treat him as a Gentile or a tax collector.

i. But, remember how Christ treated and related to Gentiles and tax collectors.

ii. He loved them and reached out to them and included them…

1. …he sought them out.

c. Remember the great line in the gospels when Christ says, “Whenever two or three are gathered together in my name, there I am in the midst of them.”

d. Pray together for the conversion of the sinner.

e. If you try this method, after even going to the church hasn’t worked, then be sure to be praying for them.

i. Treat them as a Gentile or Tax Collector…meaning to have inclusive love.

VIII. One last thought…when you’re tempted to criticize someone, determine that you will do so out of love.

a. This means that we are to criticize the person in the measure that you are willing to help him to deal with the problem.

b. If you’re not willing to help, keep your mouth shut.

i. If you are willing to help, then to that measure, bring the criticism.

c. Spend some time with this text, which applies to every one of us, who struggle with this problem of critique.
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