
           

23rd Sunday in Ordinary Time 
Cycle A, 9.10.17 

Ezekiel 33:7-9/Romans 13:8-10/                                                                                                         
Matthew 18:15-20 

THE CHALLENGE & HOPE OF DIALOGUE 

Oh yes – for our challenge. In these 
divisive times even family members can find 
themselves in opposing camps. It’s so 
painful, and the stakes could not be higher. 
So what are we to do? I was drawn to these 
readings, but grappling with them, was like 
Jacob’s hand-to hand combat with an angel: 
the blessing takes all night to find and 
leaves you limping in the morning. 
Personally? I’d just as soon call Uber or Lyft 
and be out of here. 

 
Had Uber been available in his day, 

can’t you imagine Ezekiel poised to call for a 
camel? Who wants to be responsible for 
sounding the alarm, not because of some 
foreign invader, but because the way the 
people themselves live is death-dealing? 
Ezekiel is to speak on God’s behalf to 
dissuade these folks from what they’re set 
on doing. It’s on him, not them if he just 
watches and says nothing. God’s message 
couldn’t be clearer or more insistent. It’s a 
heavy load. 

The early church was no stranger to 
“Christians behaving badly.” Matthew’s 
description of an intervention if “your 
brother or sister sins against you,” would 
have been quite familiar to early Jewish 
Christians; it’s rooted squarely in the Torah. 
The oldest, most reliable gospel 
manuscripts don’t include the words 

“against you.” But whether the harm is 
directed at us personally or elsewhere, 
we’re called to seek remedy and repair. 

To our ears, the process may seem 
to have little to do with us. be overly 
legalistic, even harsh. This is serious 
business. The “offender” could be ejected 
from the community. But the advice given 
here is for us too. We encounter more than 
our share of painful, confusing, unjust 
situations that leave us struggling to find 
words and a way forward – in the church, in 
our families, in our fractured society. A 
more colloquial translation of the text may 
be helpful: 

“If a fellow believer hurts you, go and tell 
them—work it out between the two of 
you. If they listen, you’ve made a friend. 
If they won’t listen, take one or two 
others along so that the presence of 
witnesses will keep things honest, and try 
again. If they still won’t listen, tell the 
church. If they won’t listen to the church, 
you’ll have to start over from scratch, 
confront them with the need for 
repentance, and offer again God’s 
forgiving love.”  

 This makes uncommon sense; it’s 
good news: Don’t let matters fester. Seek 
out the other. Name your truth, but in 
private, not in public. This is not about 
shaming. “Work it out” suggests mutuality 
and dialogue. If needed, bring others for 
perspective and accountability – not to “pile 
on,” or marshal facts like weapons. 
“Witnesses” might offer insight, a dose of 
humility, even mediation – useful if both 
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parties are claiming that God is on their 
side. Finally, if someone won’t listen or is 
unready to listen, consider how Jesus 
routinely dealt with “outsiders” like tax 
collectors and Gentiles. It’s not what we 
expect. We’re still not off the hook; keep 
trying. 

As for how to speak, we do well to 
take great care when we do. Jesus, who was 
always about service, not power, insists 
that our words have lasting consequences. 
They bind us and others for good or for ill. 
They can damn or liberate, wound or heal.  

“Take this most seriously: A ‘yes’ on earth 
is ‘yes’ in heaven; a ‘no’ on earth is ‘no’ in 
heaven. What you say to one another is 
eternal. I mean this. When two of you get 
together on anything at all on earth and 
make a prayer of it, my Father in heaven 
goes into action. And when two or three 
of you are together because of me, you 
can be sure that I’ll be there.” 

We’re assured that, gathered in Jesus’ 
name and by his grace, speaking and 
listening can be powerful prayer. But be 
advised, Jesus may be present in his least 
recognizable form. 

These days I wonder less about 
process than about the inner ground where 
we stand when speaking to someone about 
something seriously amiss. A short visit to 
Facebook sends me to that place. The truth 
is, no process is foolproof. Writing to the 
Romans, Paul distills what’s needed into 
one sentence: “Owe nothing to anyone, 
except to love one another.” There it is. 
THAT’S what this is about. The driving force 
behind God’s insistence that we speak is 
relentless unconditional love – even for 
those whose attitudes and behavior we find 
repugnant or reprehensible. It matters so 
much that God puts our lives on the line. 
For those who feel unworthy to speak or 

have long felt silenced, the call to speak up 
may feel particularly daunting. But Love 
compels us to words that come from the 
same passionate, tender care that God has. 

This becomes clear if we back up 
one short paragraph in Matthew. You know 
the passage: If someone has a hundred 
sheep and one of them wanders off, doesn’t 
she leave the ninety-nine and go after the 
one? And if she finds it, doesn’t she make 
far more over it than over the ninety-nine 
who stay put? Your Father in heaven feels 
the same way. He doesn’t want to lose even 
one of these simple believers.  

Father Greg Boyle has spent more 
than twenty years in South Central LA 
working with thousands of gang members 
through the Homeboy Industries he 
founded. He has one word for where we 
need to stand: “kinship.” Kinship has radical 
power. Reflecting on his long ministry, he 
says: “I used to be angry and shake my fist a 
lot, but I learned that shaking one’s fist at 
something doesn’t change it. Only love gets 
fists to open. Only love leads to a conjuring 
of kinship within reach of the actual lives we 
live.” 

 
So G-Dog, as his homies call him, 

holds in kinship and tireless tenderness 
people society has written off, whose 
traumatic histories would flatten anyone 
beyond hope, and who once used to shoot 
at each other. Watchman that he is, he’s 
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alert to the least sign of progress and finds 
himself alternately startled, awed, delighted 
and humbled by the goodness and insight 
that emerges out of folks who carry far 
more than he ever will. They respond and 
“awe comes upon everyone.” (Acts 2) 

“Kinship” captivates me and stirs my 
imagination. I want it to change me. I 
thought about kinship recently at the 
farmer’s market as a group of angry 
protesters with a bullhorn demanded 
justice for Miles Hall. Miles was a young 
black man in mental crisis when he was 
tragically shot and killed by Walnut Creek 
police in 2019. Few at the market wanted to 
hear about it. Not in that way. I didn’t want 
to hear it in that way. Public protest surely 
has its place, but several days before my 
farmer’s market visit, I had an instructive 
conversation with a neighbor whose yard 
sign bore the extraordinarily beautiful face 
of this troubled young person. I had paused 
for a few minutes to pray there, and what I 
felt was – kinship. And not just with Miles 
Hall. Kinship, I find, responds to a deep 
longing I didn’t know I had. 

Our Scriptures today invite us before 
we speak and as a matter of spiritual 
practice to wrestle with kinship – both its 
difficulty and the hope it offers – even, 
perhaps especially – when we ourselves feel 
hurt, angry, frustrated, anxious or 
frightened. Wrestling is the on-going work 
we need to do so we’re ready when God 
calls us to speak. 

• It’s work to welcome our own 
painful wounds and what they teach us 
about the common ground of our human 
fragility and need for conversion. Kinship 
only happens when we speak to one 
another in mutuality, not as “insiders” 
correcting an “outsider.” 

 
• It’s work learning to listen for the 
language behavior speaks – behavior often 
rooted in something else – like fear or pain 
or shame, even in children. Judgment never 
gets past the behavior. Judgment divides us 
and hardens hearts. Kinship asks us to move 
from blame to understanding without 
accepting, condoning or excusing 
destructive and hurtful behavior. Listening 
to behavior – including our own – takes us 
to the heart of the matter needing 
repair.

 
• It’s work to let go and open ourselves to 
awe at what folks carry rather than judging 
them for how they carry it. Awe names the 
change that is needed unapologetically. It 
looks for the good, even as it waits patiently 
to be surprised. As Greg Boyle notes, 
“Readying oneself for awe at every turn, 
insists that compassion is always the 
answer to the question before us.” And, yes, 
sadly, compassion sometimes requires 
separating from the other until they do 
their work.  

When we come to our work, it’s 
good to recall that Jesus stands with us in 
the midst of the mess when we’d rather call 
Uber. We’re promised that the Kin-dom of 
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God will come. The prayer for its coming is 
the only prayer Jesus ever gave us. With 
good reason. When we’re exhausted and 
despairing, when we’ve done everything we 
can to make the world right but feel 
completely inadequate, God’s hands are 
expansive and tender enough to hold us 
and all the rest. As we celebrate Labor Day, 
may God bless and strengthen us in the 
work we need to do. Amen! 

 
Suzanne Gagné Bregman 

 

Reference: Barking to the Choir: The Power of 
Radical Kinship by Gregory Boyle, S.J.             
Simon and Schuster, 2017  

For a virtual discussion of his book on August 4, 
2020, go to https://vimeo.com/445366973 
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Jacob’s Blessing 
Jacob was left alone; and a man wrestled with him until 
daybreak. Genesis 32:24 
 

If this blessing were easy, 
anyone could claim it. 
As it is, 
I am here to tell you 
that it will take some work. 
This is the blessing 
that visits you 
in the struggling, 
in the wrestling, 
in the striving. 
This is the blessing 
that comes 
after you have left 
everything behind, 
after you have stepped out, 
after you have crossed 
into that realm 
beyond every landmark 
you have known. 
 
This is the blessing 
that takes all night 
to find. 
It’s not that this blessing 
is so difficult, 
as if it were not filled 
with grace 
or with the love 
that lives 
in every line. 

 
It’s simply that 
it requires you 
to want it, 
to ask for it , 
to place yourself 
in its path. 
It demands that you 
stand to meet it 
when it arrives, 
that you stretch yourself 
in ways you didn’t know 
you could move, 
that you agree 
to not give up. 
 
So, when this blessing comes, 
borne in the hands 
of the difficult angel 
who has chosen you, 
do not let go. 
Give yourself 
into its grip. 
It will wound you, 
but I tell you 
there will come a day 
when what felt to you 
like limping 
was something more 
like dancing 
as you moved into 
the cadence 
of your new 
and blessed name. 
 
From The Cure for Sorrow: A Book of Blessings for 
Times of Grief  by Jan Richardson 

 
 


