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Ezekiel 33:7-9; Romans 13:8-10; Matthew 18:15-20; 
Psalm 95, If today you hear God’s voice, harden not your hearts.


Growing up, there were five kids in my family – John, Gloria, Joyce, Paul and Timothy. And the five of us would get into all the trouble that kids get into. But looking back on that time in my life – and the things we would do to each other that were either dangerous or sneaky or mean or selfish – what I remember most is how my Mom would handle it – which at the time, I thought was completely crazy. 
Whenever one of us would get caught doing something wrong, my mother would round the rest of us up, and ask if we knew anything about it. And no matter how we responded, she’d say “Well, I know you knew something. You could have stopped your sister, but you didn’t. So now you can all [fill in the blank]. At the time, I thought it was unfair, and maybe it was. But on deeper reflection, I think my mother was trying to get at the message we heard in the readings today – and that is that we are interdependent human beings. Our welfare depends on the relationships we have with others. We are all accountable to and for each other in our communities – be they our families, our workplaces, the neighborhoods where we live, our city, where we worship, our nation, our world. No one is an island, no one can successfully go it alone. 
In the first reading God calls Ezekiel The Sentry, or The Watchman, for the nation of Israel. The prophet is called to notice when the fabric of the community is threatened by someone who has forgotten that they’re all in it together. In words that might be more familiar to us today, God says to Ezekiel the Watchman, If you see something, say something. I don’t think the message is that Ezekiel is just supposed to be a snitch. I think the message, rather, is that Ezekiel – and the rest of us called to be prophets --  are supposed to be attentive to our communities, and do what we can to keep them healthy and thriving. As difficult as it might be for red-blooded American rugged individualists, we’re called to think about not only ourselves, but about the well-being of our communities.  
In  Matthew’s Gospel Jesus says pretty much the same thing. Remember that Matthew is writing for a new community, one that’s still forming. Matthew understands that at this stage in the community’s development, it will only take one or two bad apples to spoil the whole barrel. So in this Gospel, Matthew takes pains to tell this new community how to deal with those who are doing anything that might be threatening the integrity of that fledgling Christian community. In our day & age, we may or may not follow the exact procedure that Matthew lays out in the words that he has Jesus say. Our processes for reconciliation and forgiveness may be different from the one set before us in the Gospel today. But the underlying message is the same as we heard in the first reading – be attentive to the community. Be watchful. Don’t fall asleep. Don’t fail  to notice things happening  that could tear the community apart. 

It takes work to form a community. But that work isn’t so much a matter of needing more rules and regulations and laws to govern our behavior. In our second reading today, Paul says unequivocally that we don’t need more Law; we need more Love. And not just a naïve love that says everything is beautiful. Some of us might  remember the rock group Nazareth that sang (back in 1976) Love hurts, love scars, love wounds, love mars. In building and maintaining community , it’s not that we don’t have problems and issues and hurt feelings and difficult people to deal with. It’s just that we are called to be perpetually on our guard to be sure that in all things, we are acting love.

Real love takes courage. It took Ezekiel courage to try to dissuade people from their wicked ways. It probably took courage for the people in Matthew’s community to speak with one another when there was a problem, and not just avoid it. It takes courage to know that – as prophets in our communities – we are not called to change others; but we are required to speak the truth in love. Whether we speak that truth to multinational corporations that ravage the earth’s resources … or to those in the Vatican who maintain policies of injustice toward women … or to police departments that discriminate on the basis of the color of a person’s skin … or just to a sibling who’s about to do something that will tear at the fabric of a family, God asks only that we speak the truth in love. 

So I’ll be darned – turns out, my mother had it right after all! In maintaining and building our relationships with others in all the communities we belong to, love must  always have the courage to speak the truth. Lucky for us, as difficult as this might be, a promise has been made. In the last verses of our Gospel today, we heard that where two or three or – in our case, nearly 20 – are gathered in Jesus’ name, Jesus promises to be there with us. He promises us his Spirit, his presence, his wisdom, his love, his courage. All we have to do is gather and pray.. And then listen and let our hearts be open. As we heard in the 95th psalm today – If today, or any day – in the presence of your brothers and sisters in community – you hear God’s voice, harden not your hearts.    
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