
Homily for 23rd Sunday of Ordinary Time 

 

I got used to meeting young 

enthusiastic, very evangelical, 

members of the Christian Union 

at University who would have a 

pleasant chat and then say, “But 

of course it is a pity you are not going to heaven, Father.”  (Had I 

known this earlier I could have taken up a life of crime or perhaps 

worse.)  They were very keen and I took it with a pinch of salt.  But 

one day one of the other Chaplains, not a Catholic, decided that he 

would invite the Christian Union to do their Church Search, from the 

Chaplaincy. It was a way of introducing students to the local churches 

in Lancaster.  The chaplain’s aim was to see if he could integrate the 

Christian Union with us a bit more.  I had my doubts, because, lovely 

as they all were, they were never going to want to join up with 

Catholics.  So we met one morning and they began to speak about the 

churches in Lancaster that gave good Bible teaching, none of them 

Catholic of course, and I listened, and the young man giving the talk 

said, “We will find you good churches, with good Bible teaching, that 

will lead you well, and if you fall out of line, will expel you.” It was 

the last line that struck me.   This was all very well-intentioned, and 

the guy was really sincere, and I think he had this reading in mind. 

 “If the brother refuses to listen to the community, treat him like 

a pagan or a tax-collector.”  It takes us back to last week and 

excommunication.   

 But the problem is that you have to read this in the context of 

the whole.  Is Jesus hoping we will expel people?  No. 

 The context is about the work of the Community more than the 

failure of the brother or sister. 

 All of this is about love and forgiveness. 



How is the community, this new Church of Jesus, going to function?  

One of the central factors is that it takes responsibility for each of its 

members. 

 The temptation in reading this is to focus on the faults of the 

brother or sister, not the responsibility of the community. 

 So look at what Jesus is saying. 

The first way to resolve a dispute is to be open about it.  Not quietly 

holding a grudge, refusing to speak to them, ignoring them.  You have 

to get it out into the open, you have to talk.  On the other side you 

have to listen.  There are two sides to any resolution of a problem.  

The presumption is that both being members of the community you 

do this from a basis of love.  It doesn’t mean that you have to like 

each other but within the community and for the good of the 

community you understand that any break up disrupts the 

community’s peace, and you both love the community. 

 Jesus realises that we are far from angels in the matter of 

resolution, so he goes further and tells us to bring others in to help the 

resolution if the two are not getting anywhere.  Beyond that take it to 

the whole of the community. 

 It is a long process and the pressure is on the two to resolve it.  

Only then can the community think about extreme measures if what is 

happening is damaging the community and breaking up its harmony. 

 You could apply this to Brexit or England and Scotland.  But 

what you see immediately in these cases is that both sides go in with 

fixed battle lines and full of emotional baggage that can be genuine or 

is worked up by those who have no desire for reconciliation.  There is 

little chance of listening or honest talking. No community can hold on 

for long then. 

 Today we are very good at one part of reconciliation which is 

spotting and pointing out other people’s mistakes.  The ‘blame game’ 

has become a feast for the media.  Government, Council, police, 

doctors, lawyers, school teachers, immigrants, family members, 

neighbours, even the neighbour’s cat, we are happy to point out other 



people’s failings, but with no attempt at understanding or love.  The 

result is anger.  Unless this is tempered by love and an interest in 

resolution, anger and the collapse of community is the only answer.  

Again not necessarily ‘like’ but that ‘love’ St. Paul spoke of, and that 

the Quakers took as the name of their first city in America, 

Philadelphia, brotherly love, or whatever is the correct PC way of 

saying that today.   

 Without a recognition that the other members of any community 

we are in are our brothers and sisters then community cannot survive.  

The Church and the way it lives should be the foremost in putting this 

into action. 

 Without regard for others and a genuine concern for their good, 

we end up with no community but some sort of ‘Lord of the Flies’ 

existence, where the best organised and the most powerful rule. 

 Jesus’ message is the opposite.  To live together we have to seek 

to heal the community.  To accept our own need for help in listening 

and following good advice, as well as daring to speak to others and 

listen to them too. 

 If we, that two or three of us Jesus mentions at the end, 

approach God with our honest concerns for the community in good 

heart, then Jesus promises God will act.  The hardest reconciliation is 

then possible, perhaps not in the way we thought or hoped. 

 Hopefully we will, with or without Led Zeppelin’s help, help 

each other find our ‘Stairway to heaven’.  

  

  

  

 


