Spiritual Life
Twenty Third Sunday in Ordinary Time
Adopted from ‘Catholic Exponent’
‘ Old Deuteronomy’s lived a long time/ He’s a cat who has
lived many lives in succession/ He was famous in proverb
and famous in rhyme/ A long time before Queen Victoria's
accession/ Old Deuteronomy's buried nine wives/ And
more I am tempted to say ninety-nine/ And his numerous
progeny prospers and thrives/ And the village is proud of
him in his decline/ At the sight of that placid and bland
physiognomy/ When he sits in the sun on the vicarage wall/
The oldest inhabitant croaks.’
‘Well of all things can it be really/ No, yes, ho, hi , oh my
eye!/ My mind may be wandering but I confess/ I believe it
is Deuteronomy.’
This poem from T. S. Eliot’s ‘ Old possum Book of Practical Cats ‘ has been popularized in the hit musical ‘ Cats. ‘ It
speaks of an ancient, venerable cat named Deuteronomy.
He was well known to all in the community. His proverbs
were famous and his spirit permeated the entire village.
Like Deuteronomy, the cat, the Old Testament book of Deuteronomy was known and loved by the members of the
Church for whom St. Matthew wrote. The sayings and spirit
of the Jewish Law permeate Matthew’s Gospel.
Today’s Gospel presents a procedure for correcting a member of the Church who persists in sin. The procedure does
not originate with Jesus. It is derived from the Torah, especially the books of Leviticus and Deuteronomy . The same
directions are echoed throughout the Old Testament. They
are reiterated by Ezechiel in today’s first reading.
The topic is what is commonly called ‘ fraternal correction.
‘ The Gospel points to its importance and at the same time
is sensitive to its difficulty. The ultimate concern is for the
salvation of an erring member of the Christian family.
Matthew conceives the Church as a tightly knit, caring and
concerned family (See 12:46-50). In such a family, if one
member sins seriously the others instinctively seek out the
transgressor and privately urge him or her to come back.
The procedure occurs daily within our families as parents
train their children and discipline adolescents. Children, in
turn, remind parents when they forget and do the same
things the children have been taught not to do.

Based on Deuteronomy, Ezechiel speaks of fraternal correction as an obligation. He points out that correcting a wayward brother or sister is an obligation upon which our very
salvation depends. If we do not speak out, we are held responsible of the spiritual death of the sinner.
Paul, writing to the Romans, stresses love in the fundamental virtue to guide our fraternal correction of others. When
we proceed with genuine love we do not set out to win an
argument or to humiliate our friends. We address what is
authentically good in sinners in order that their basic goodness becomes more visible and effective in guiding their
future actions. When we lovingly correct others we enhance
and affirm what is valuable them.
To correct with love implies sharing the pain of the mistakes. When discussing sinful behavior we are bonded in
suffering for we have been there ourselves. We weep with
those who are weeping, we are shamed with those who are
shamed, we feel helpless with the helpless and impulsive.
Correction is not an exercise in proving the wrong to be
wrong or the right to be right. Deep down we all know the
immorality of serious sin. We understand the adultery, murder, stealing and coveting are wrong. It is best to assume
this of others. Correction seeks to motivate, to reveal unsuspected sources of strength, to revitalize ideals, to find and
encourage what seems lost.
Correction is never easy. No matter how well we prepare or
how deeply we are motivated by love, the task is difficult.
That is why we would sooner avoid it.
The next time we recognize the deep down need to speak to
another about actions inappropriate to the Christian life perhaps we will be strengthened by our realizations that this is
our obligation in love.
In the words of T.S. Eliot: ‘ my legs may be tottery I must
go slow/ And be careful of old Deuteronomy. ‘

Matthew envisions this same brotherly and sisterly correction, which occurs normally and naturally within families,
as the ideal for spiritual growth among adults in the Church.

Readings of the Week
Ezechiel 33:7-9

Romans 13:8-10
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Matthew 18:15-20
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