SPEAKING OUT IN LOVE

 

With the sin of our first parents, humanity lost the ability for perfection.  As a consequence then, sin began to reign from generation to generation.  People became enemies of themselves and competition became the order of the day.   Out of competition, Cain killed his brother Abel, and boldly answered God when he inquired: “Am I my brother’s keeper”? (Gen 4:9).  In the first reading God tells Ezekiel that he is appointed to watch over his sisters and brothers, to help protect the good in them.  Here we learn that it is not only a duty but a necessity to encourage the good in others.  He further tells Ezekiel that if he does not speak out to dissuade a person doing wrong, then he too will be held responsible.    On the other hand, it means that fraternal correction is always what we owe to one another.

            Continuing in the same tradition, Jesus tells his disciples in the gospel that as God’s children, they are bound in love to seek the good of one another.  “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”.   What the readings are telling us is that we are brothers; we should live in love and always seek the good of one another; and in the event of offence against one another, we should forgive and restore the offender to fellowship.

We can never exhaust the importance of speaking out in love to the erring brother or sister.  It is for this purpose that we are God’s ambassadors (2 Cor. 5:20) to reconcile the weak person to God. The problem we have today is that people think that brotherly correction is illegal, unless done to an infant who is under the age of reason, otherwise it is infringing into the privacy of the other.  The common thing we hear is: “it is not my business to correct him or her” or “It is not your business to correct me”.  Today the readings are telling us that it is not only our duty as prophetic people of God to correct our erring brothers and sisters but something we owe in charity to do.  This is what Paul means when he tells us in the second reading to “owe no one anything, except to love one another; for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law” (Romans 13:8).  He is asking us to develop the moral sensitivity to see fraternal correction as our business.  

One may wonder why we must go and bug the weak brother or sister when he or she does something wrong and knows it.  Cases abound when the offender does not know that he or she has done something wrong or has belittled the offence or is afraid to apologize or knows but does not have the will power to own up.  We must not fail to know that evil by its nature blinds its victims.  In these circumstances, it may take the intervention of the other person to wake the sinner to consciousness.  Consider, for instance, what happened to David when Nathan made his sin known to him (2 Sam 12:5), the picture changed and he repented.  What we must not fail to know also is that when evil is kept secret, it progresses but when it is confronted or made public by a second person it weakens or ceases to be.

As an exercise slated to restore the weak brother or sister to fellowship, fraternal correction has some implications.  First and foremost, we must recognize the offending brother or sister as one who is weak.   As someone who is weak, the watchman or the one offended is not going to subject the sinner to judgment – scolding, rebuking or putting him down.  The offended should realize that he or she is also weak in his own way.  For this reason Jesus tells the offended and watchman to suspend judgment (Matt 7:1-5).  

            Another implication is to recognize that fraternal correction is done to bring out the good in the sinner.  He deserves to be forgiven of his or her offence without expecting an apology as some do.  In the gospel passage Jesus did not recommend apology or confession before the offender is won over.  As he puts it “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”.  The intention of the Lord here is to seek the good of the weak brother or sister. Anything more than his or her good comes from selfishness and arrogance.  

What it means then is that fraternal correction demands love.  This is what St. Paul implies in the second reading.  It takes love to stoop low to correct the erring person or to suspend judgment and the need for apology.  What God is telling us here is that he does not live in solitary individualism but in a community of persons, love and sharing.  This means that any Christian searching for godliness (Matt 5:48), must shun every tendency to isolationism and triumphalism.  So, Jesus is calling us to banish self-centeredness in our lives and live in love of God and neighbor.

            Finally, because brotherly correction saves the sinner from damnation, failure to do so becomes a sin.  For “if you fail to dissuade the sinner, he shall die but I will hold you responsible for his death”.  If this is the case then, both the offender and the offended are in trouble and danger of condemnation.  What it means then is that each one of us should put hand on deck, knowing fully well that goodwill or kindness is not something we may choose to do or not do, but a debt we owe to each and every one.
