Little house of prayer for the week of Sep 07-13, 2014
XXIII Sunday in Ordinary Time
“The Sacrament of Forgiveness in the Church”

1. The Word of God

Reading 1 – 1 Ezekiel 33:7-9
Thus says the LORD: You, son of man, I have appointed watchman for the house of Israel; when you hear me say anything, you shall warn them for me.  If I tell the wicked, "O wicked one, you shall surely die," and you do not speak out to dissuade the wicked from his way, the wicked shall die for his guilt, but I will hold you responsible for his death.  But if you warn the wicked, trying to turn him from his way, and he refuses to turn from his way, he shall die for his guilt, but you shall save yourself.

The Word of the Lord / Thanks be to God

Responsorial Psalm – Psalm 95:1-2, 6-7, 8-9
R. If today you hear his voice, harden not your hearts.

Come, let us sing joyfully to the LORD; let us acclaim the rock of our salvation.
Let us come into his presence with thanksgiving; let us joyfully sing psalms to him.
 
Come, let us bow down in worship; let us kneel before the LORD who made us.
For he is our God, and we are the people he shepherds, the flock he guides.
 
Oh, that today you would hear his voice:

"Harden not your hearts as at Meribah, as in the day of Massah in the desert, 
Where your fathers tempted me; they tested me though they had seen my works."
 

Reading 2 – Romans 13:8-10
Brothers and sisters: Owe nothing to anyone, except to love one another; for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law. The commandments, "You shall not commit adultery; you shall not kill; you shall not steal; you shall not covet," and whatever other commandment there may be, are summed up in this saying, namely, "You shall love your neighbor as yourself."  Love does no evil to the neighbor; hence, love is the fulfillment of the law.
The Word of the Lord / Thanks be to God

Proclamation of the Holy Gospel according to Matthew (Matthew 18:15-20)
Jesus said to his disciples: "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. If he does not listen, take one or two others along with you, so that 'every fact may be established on the testimony of two or three witnesses.'  If he refuses to listen to them, tell the church. If he refuses to listen even to the church, then treat him as you would a Gentile or a tax collector.  Amen, I say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.  Again, amen, I say to you, if two of you agree on earth about anything for which they are to pray, it shall be granted to them by my heavenly Father.  For where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them."

The Gospel of the Lord / Praise to you Lord Jesus Christ
2. References for a better understanding of the Gospel
Today’s Gospel brings us three important messages:  First, it speaks to us about fraternal correction, then, about the authority of the Church to forgive sins, and finally, about common prayer; three aspects that are essential for the life of every Christian community.

In the verses that precede this passage (Matthew Chapter 18, verses 12 to 14), Jesus offers the example of the “lost sheep” to tell us that our Heavenly Father does not want any of His children to “get lost,” which is the fundamental idea to better understand the three lessons of today’s Gospel.  Let’s see:

1) Meditating on the Divine Will that all be saved, will allow us to understand the deep missionary sense that mutual and fraternal correction has within the Christian family:   The first sentence of this passage unequivocally tells us:  “If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault between you and him alone.”   Even when this phrase is very clear, perhaps we should examine it further, since many times “human respect” can prevent us from doing all the good that we ought.

Indeed, we often hear people say things like these:  “Just as I do not get involved in other people’s lives, I do not like others to get their noses in mine;” “Live and let live;” “each person knows what to do with his/her life;”… and even  similar ideas with words taken directly from the Bible, such as:  “It is necessary to see the log in your own eye, instead of the speck in the eye of your brother;”  “After all, who is without sin to throw the first stone…?  No one is free from sin…,” etc., etc.

However, by thinking and acting in this way, we often commit sin of omission because even when it is absolutely true that no one should “judge” others, it is important to note that today’s Gospel is not inviting us to “judge” or “throw stones…” in other words, we are not going to condemn anyone by the mere fact of highlighting his or her mistakes.
On the contrary, if I see that my brother or sister have fallen into sin, or are walking on shaky ground (both “sin” and “stumbling” have the same etymological origin), I would have the moral and fraternal obligation to let him/her know, if he/she had not noticed or were not giving it due importance.
However, if I do not say anything, I am not contributing with God’s Plan of Salvation, therefore, I am also not helping that “His Will Be Done” (as I ask when I pray the Our Father).
This is the clearest example of what is known in the Church as the “sin of omission,” which consists precisely in not doing the good that we OUGHT to do.  It is as if we saw a blind person, or someone walking in the street, completely distracted, reading a magazine, and we just watched her walk toward a sewer hole, not saying anything until she practically disappeared from the scene… when it is already too late to warn her and watch her fall into the hole.

Something very similar would be not to correct or warn a person who, being at fault, is putting at risk his/her eternal life, many times without realizing it.

This sin, however, is much more serious, since I have not only failed to fulfill my duty to point out the mistakes of my brother or sister, but I have also failed when I talk about them, criticizing and slandering, with others… That is why Jesus recommends that we speak "alone" with our brother or sister who is at fault.  In any event, you should always take good care not to mumble or speak bad about others, for doing so can destroy someone’s image, reputation, and ultimately, his/her own life.
· It is not the same to tell a friend:  “Be careful because what you are doing will hurt you,” than telling him/her after the fact:  “I knew that it would hurt you.”

· It is not the same to tell him/her:  “If you do not mend your ways, I will have to speak to the community,” than spreading here and there, the mistakes of your brothers and sisters.

· It is not the same to correct your brother, sister or friend with love, than criticizing him/her with the intention of highlighting his/her shortcomings.
Another important issue is that, as we must fraternally correct (that is, with true charity and love) those who are at fault, we must also be willing to accept fraternal correction or well-intended criticism from our brothers or sisters, with the understanding that, by showing us our mistakes, we are being given the opportunity to correct them and be better; being mindful of what Jesus tells us at the end of Chapter 5 of Matthew's Gospel:  “You, therefore, must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” (Matthew 5:48)
2) Thinking that it is God’s desire that all be saved will also allow us to have a better understanding of the role that the hierarchy of the Church plays in the lives of the faithful, particularly those in the priestly ministry through the administration of the Sacraments; and our mission as lay people, committed to bring forth our brothers and sisters to an active sacramental life, contributing  to the formation of the faithful, so that they may approach the Sacraments properly, participating in the spiritual encouragement of our communities.
It is clear that the authority, meaning, the power to forgive or retain sins, to tie or untie on Earth and in Heaven, was granted by Jesus, as founder of our Church, to His Apostles, and through the apostolic succession to the bishops and priests; but it is also clear that, as members of the Church, we lay men and women are also called to play an important role in communicating the truths of our Faith, and especially, in motivating society to get closer to God through His Church.

From this perspective, today’s Gospel message invites us to meditate particularly about the Sacrament of Reconciliation, about the importance of receiving it frequently, and seeking spiritual guidance, in order to grow as Christians, and appreciate the Mercy of God that is generously poured out on us when, truly sorry for our sins, we approach the priest in the confessional to seek forgiveness and peace.
3) Clearly understanding that our Father does not wish any of His sheep to be lost, and that He is willing to grant us anything that is of benefit to us, if we ask for it with faith, united to Jesus Christ, will allow us to intensify our prayer life.
But, in order to practice fraternal correction, we must pray to God:

a) That He will let us know if we should or not discuss the matter with our brother/sister

b) That He will allow us to know the right moment to speak to him/her

c) That He will put peace in our heart (and in the heart of our brother or sister), that we may speak in holy peace, only for the Glory of God and the edification of the Kingdom
d) That He will generate the right timing, the most appropriate and timely circumstances to do so

e) That the dialogue will be uplifting to both, and will help bring us closer in Christ Jesus

Praising, glorifying and adoring God, uniting ourselves to Him through community prayer, is something truly convenient to our souls, not only because of the many graces and blessings, visible and invisible, that we may obtain through it, but because it strengthens us individually and as a group.

And since we are here now in our "House of Prayer," reunited in the Holy Name of the Lord, let us ask with faith to the Father, through the intercession of Mary, and the merits of our Redeemer, that He may grant us the gift of deep conversion, to make us true missionaries of the Eucharistic Heart of Jesus.  AMEN.
3. Questions to lead the reflection (Read each item slowly, and leave a moment of silence after each question to allow our brothers and sisters to reflect):
Even if salvation is a personal matter, the formation and spiritual growth (that will help us to be saved) are only effective when we participate in a community.  The fraternal correction is the most adequate means to polish those shortcomings that we often fail to see.

a) Do we practice fraternal correction in our Apostolate?  Do we practice it in our family?
b) What is my attitude when I see that a brother is making a mistake?  Do I show him where he is wrong, or do I talk about it with someone else?  Do I always take into account that every call of attention must always be built on charity?
c) How do I receive the criticism that others make about me?  Do I consider with humility and gratitude the observations from others?  Do I try to justify them immediately, or do I take time to reflect about what I am being told?  Am I truly grateful for the criticism I receive, or do I get upset and resent the person who made it?

d) How frequently and how well disposed am I every time I go to Confession?  Do I always confess the same sins?  Do I try to improve afterwards?
e) Do I have a spiritual director who knows me, advises me and helps me to grow as a Christian?

4. Comments from the brothers and sisters: After a few moments of silence, the participants of the Little House of Prayer will be given time to speak, to express their opinions, reflections and comments.  As always, we will seek everyone’s participation.
5. Concordances between the Holy Gospel and the Catechism of the Catholic Church (Canons 979, 1423, 1424, 1425, 1429, 1432, 1435

979 In this battle against our inclination towards evil, who could be brave and watchful enough to escape every wound of sin? "If the Church has the power to forgive sins, then Baptism cannot be her only means of using the keys of the Kingdom of heaven received from Jesus Christ. The Church must be able to forgive all penitents their offenses, even if they should sin until the last moment of their lives.


1423 It is called the sacrament of conversion because it makes sacramentally present Jesus' call to conversion, the first step in returning to the Father from whom one has strayed by sin.   It is called the sacrament of Penance, since it consecrates the Christian sinner's personal and ecclesial steps of conversion, penance, and satisfaction.

1424 It is called the sacrament of confession, since the disclosure or confession of sins to a priest is an essential element of this sacrament. In a profound sense it is also a "confession"—acknowledgment and praise—of the holiness of God and of his mercy toward sinful man.  It is called the sacrament of forgiveness, since by the priest's sacramental absolution God grants the penitent "pardon and peace."   It is called the sacrament of Reconciliation, because it imparts to the sinner the love of God who reconciles:  "Be reconciled to God."  2 Corinthians 5:20 He who lives by God's merciful love is ready to respond to the Lord's call: "Go; first be reconciled to your brother." Matthew 5:24

1425 "You were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God."  One must appreciate the magnitude of the gift God has given us in the sacraments of Christian initiation in order to grasp the degree to which sin is excluded for him who has "put on Christ."  But the apostle John also says: "If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us."  And the Lord himself taught us to pray: "Forgive us our trespasses," linking our forgiveness of one another's offenses to the forgiveness of our sins that God will grant us.

1429 St. Peter's conversion after he had denied his master three times bears witness to this. Jesus' look of infinite mercy drew tears of repentance from Peter and, after the Lord's resurrection, a threefold affirmation of love for him.  The second conversion also has a communitarian dimension, as is clear in the Lord's call to a whole Church: "Repent!"  St. Ambrose says of the two conversions that, in the Church, "there are water and tears: the water of Baptism and the tears of repentance.”
1432 The human heart is heavy and hardened. God must give man a new heart.  Conversion is first of all a work of the grace of God who makes our hearts return to him: "Restore us to thyself, O LORD, that we may be restored!"  God gives us the strength to begin anew. It is in discovering the greatness of God's love that our heart is shaken by the horror and weight of sin and begins to fear offending God by sin and being separated from him. The human heart is converted by looking upon him whom our sins have pierced:  Let us fix our eyes on Christ's blood and understand how precious it is to his Father, for, poured out for our salvation, it has brought to the whole world the grace of repentance.
1435 Conversion is accomplished in daily life by gestures of reconciliation, concern for the poor, the exercise and defense of justice and right, by the admission of faults to one's brethren, fraternal correction, revision of life, examination of conscience, spiritual direction, acceptance of suffering, endurance of persecution for the sake of righteousness. Taking up one's cross each day and following Jesus is the surest way of penance.
6. Reflection with the Great Crusade  CM 91 – Jesus
The Sacrament of Reconciliation is Holy, so look upon it as a sure means if you use it well and do not see in the confession any obstacle for your repentant soul. If you understand it correctly, you will be happy. If you waver, you are like a shipwrecked person in a storm: the more he moves, the more his boat fills with water. Therefore, take care not to sink.
CM 4 & CM 94 – Jesus
CM 4: If you have sinned, admit your faults, ask for forgiveness, and always return to Me. Submerge

yourself in My Mercy, which will redeem you. Be merciful and compassionate towards anyone who offends you. Pray for them and for all who tread the path of evil. Forgive their sins, for the rest of their inheritance is in My hands. Do not continue to harbor anger and do not judge; have Mercy.
CM 94: This is what you need to know about confession.  Whatever else goes round and round in your head is Satan’s cunning and your own excessive self love.  The Sacrament of Reconciliation is Holy, so look upon it as a sure means if you use it well and do not see in the confession any obstacle for your repentant soul…
7. Virtue of the Month:  This month, we will practice the virtue of Hope (Catechism of the Catholic Church – Canons 1817 – 1818 – 1820 – 1826 – 2090 - 2091)
This week, we will meditate upon Canons 1817 and 2090, which textually say:

1817 Hope is the theological virtue by which we desire the kingdom of heaven and eternal life as our happiness, placing our trust in Christ's promises and relying not on our own strength, but on the help of the grace of the Holy Spirit. "Let us hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering, for he who promised is faithful" (Hebrews 10:23). 
2090 When God reveals Himself and calls him, man cannot fully respond to the divine love by his own powers. He must hope that God will give him the capacity to love Him in return and to act in conformity with the commandments of charity. Hope is the confident expectation of divine blessing and the beatific vision of God; it is also the fear of offending God's love and of incurring punishment.
And the Great Crusade tells us: CL 127 - Jesus
Renounce evil, arrogance, and destructive pride; accept the virtues I give you: humility, patience, faith, hope, and charity to the body and soul. Accept the virtue of loving the Love of Loves.  It does not matter that you do not feel Me so perceptibly close, I am with you all until the consummation of time. I am the loving Father to whoever loves and obeys Me, and severe Judge to whoever refuses Me a heartbeat of love and obedience. His Misery is great, but My Mercy is infinite.

8. Weekly purposes:
In relation to the Gospel:  I will do a profound and sincere examination of conscience, and afterward, a good confession.  If I do not yet have spiritual direction, I will ask the Lord to help me find the right one.  I will begin practicing fraternal correction in my community.

In relation to this month’s virtue:  In order to feed my hope, I will repeat the ejaculatory prayer: Jesus, I trust in You.
9. Final Comments or Questions: Once again, the participants will be given time to speak briefly about the excerpts from the Catechism, the Great Crusade or any other topic of interest to the House of Prayer, the Apostolate or the Church in general.






