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If one night we witnessed a car crash off a lonely main road into a moorland stream, it would be our duty to help as best we could, and to summon whatever emergency services were necessary. Simply to drive past on the other side of the road would not only be a failure of love. It could render us morally guilty of another person’s death and be a mortal sin of omission.

If there exists such a duty to try save a stranger’s physical life, is there not a similar duty of human solidarity towards those who spiritually are perishing? Our secular society is incapable of answering such a question, because it has only vague ideas about good and evil, and even less comprehension about our immortal souls and their possible destinations after this short earthly life. 

Greater, therefore, is the responsibility of Catholic Christians, who have by no merit of their own been blessed with God’s answers to these questions.

Last week a lady rang up for permission to have her baby baptised in a neighbouring parish. Where do you go to Mass? I asked. “We don’t go very much, but if we do we go to St N’s” she replied.

Perhaps ill-advisedly over the phone, I took her up on this. “There’s no problem about having your baby baptised there, if, as you say, your mother is in a nursing home and could be taken to that Church in a wheelchair. But what about your own soul if you fail to “Keep holy the Sabbath day”? That’s God’s rule, not mine.

“Every Sunday you fail to attend Mass, you would, by your actions, be teaching your child to ignore Almighty God. At baptism you have to make a solemn promise to God that you will do your best to bring your child up in the Catholic Faith. That’s one of the most serious promises of your life – on the Last Day each of us will stand before God to be judged as to how we have kept our promises. 

“Don’t you need to get back to regular Mass and to Confession? Then your child will see you practising the Faith. Otherwise, no matter what the teachers say in a Catholic school, they have little effect if the children don’t see their parents taking the Faith seriously.”

It was patent from her silence that my words were unwelcome. In future I will say that I don’t discuss such matters over the telephone: please come to see me.


This weekend’s Gospel, Matthew 18:15-20, part of the so-called Discourse on the Church, concerns this duty of fraternal correction. No-one sensible likes to undertake this task. Many of us shy away from confrontation. 

It is hard to tackle someone who denies their addiction to alcohol or drugs or sex, yet this may be precisely the challenge which real love demands. Christians by vocation are meant to be “truth-tellers,” a people who speak the Truth Who is Jesus. 

For example, a married work colleague asks you what you think of their carrying on a secret relationship with a third party, because their spouse doesn’t understand them. It is easy to say: "Well, it’s up to you, I wouldn’t like to say either way.” However, as Christians, we have an obligation to be honest: "Surely you can’t expect me to agree with your jeopardizing or even destroying your marriage, your family and ultimately yourself."
Part of our task is that of warning people who are straying off the road of life. As St. John Chrysostom writes, "Think to what high honour you raise yourself when you regard someone else's salvation as a matter of extreme importance."

Today’s first reading from Ezekiel drives home this prophetic responsibility of Christians:  
“So you, son of man, I have made a watchman for the house of Israel; whenever you hear a word from my mouth, you shall give them warning from me. If I say to the wicked, O wicked man, you shall surely die, and you do not speak to warn the wicked to turn from his way, that wicked man shall die in his iniquity, but his blood I will require at your hand. But if you warn the wicked to turn from his way, and he does not turn from his way; he shall die in his iniquity, but you will have saved your life.

The more God has blessed a person, with the grace of a sound knowledge of the faith, or prophetic gifts, or the ministry of a deacon, a priest or a bishop, the graver is his responsibility in this regard. Of course, crying out against sin almost guarantees alienation and misunderstanding.
Jesus sets out four steps in the process of correcting a fellow believer. Firstly, “If your brother sins [against you], go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your brother.” 

This must be the first step: a personal, private encounter. Often our first instinct when hurt is to complain to a sympathetic third party. Then to a fourth and a fifth. In fact, we tell everyone except the one person whom we ought to tell. So we light the fires of gossip and backstabbing, and commit the sin of detraction. 

Detraction is speaking bad about a person, albeit true, but which the listener has no need to hear. St Thomas Aquinas lists it as a sin against the seventh commandment because it steals our neighbour’s good reputation.

It is not Jesus’ way. The Lord urges us: “Tell him his fault, between you and him alone.”

Catholic social teaching extols the Principle of Subsidiarity. Deal with issues first at the most local level: family, voluntary associations, parish. Basically, think local! Organisations at higher levels – town councils, county councils, national Government - should only step in when a solution is beyond the capacity of the people on the ground.

Here is the moral application of that same Principle of Subsidiarity. First of all try to rectify the offence by constructive dialogue with the person who has hurt you This avoids both humiliating him publicly and spreading the scandal. 

However, if this is unsuccessful, you may proceed to the second step: “But if he does not listen, take one or two others along with you, that every word may be confirmed by the evidence of two or three witnesses.”

When faced with three people, driving home the seriousness of what he has done, the offender is more likely to take heed. We might ask: “How could you love God so little?” He has the chance to step back and make amends while the affair is still private and his reputation intact. 
The gathering of witnesses is also a test for the person with the grievance. How serious was the affront suffered? Is he making a mountain out of a molehill? If he can find nobody of stable character to support his accusation, he may realise that either he is unjustified in his interpretation of events, or his complaint is trivial. 

The third step is more serious and public, but it is not to go to the press or sell the story to the Mail on Sunday: “If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church.” Nowadays one might seek the mediation of local Church leaders, the parish priest, dean or bishop. In the early Church it may have meant an assembly of the bishop, priests and laity. Hopefully the offender will at this point repent. 

The decisions of the church authorities will be ratified by God: “Whatever you bind on earth shall be considered bound in heaven.” Jesus delegates his divine authority. He gives the bishops the power to bind or loose within their proper sphere of authority, but unlike Peter, they do not receive the power of the keys.  

Finally, “and if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.”
Here is the penalty of excommunication. It is not taken lightly, but just as the human body has to expel poison, so the Church must exclude those who harm the Body of Christ by immorality or false teaching. Despite the expulsion, we remember that Jesus the Good Shepherd went out to win back tax collectors and sinners.

One priest was faced with a man who was suspiciously keen on volunteering for the parish youth ministry. He then discovered that the guy was a pimp who had designs on recruiting youngsters for his illegal and immoral business. He showed him the door.

If there were irrefutable evidence that a priest was teaching heresy, his parishioners should first confront him, not delate him to the Vatican. If a direct approach is unsuccessful, they should see the Dean, then the Vicar General or the Bishop, then maybe a Canon Law Tribunal. Only after all these avenues have been exhausted might they justifiably resort to the Holy See. Jesus’ teaching and the Principle of Subsidiarity require no less. 

