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The Ezekiel reading and the Gospel reading are both about warning. Now this is a concept 
that we don't like very much. Mind your own business. We don’t like the admonishing 
gesture of the raised finger! 
 
The prophet as a watchman for the people 
How do the Scriptures talk about warning? In the first reading we heard that God said to 
Ezekiel, So, son of man, I have made you a watchman for the house of Israel. A prophet is 
like a city guard. A city guard must look out for danger and, if necessary, sound the alarm by 
blowing the ram's horn to warn the inhabitants. If he does nothing, he is guilty when disaster 
strikes the city (Ezekiel 33: 3.6). Something similar also applies to interpersonal relationships. 
You have to warn someone when he is doing wrong. If he doesn't listen to you, he will perish 
through his own fault. But if you don't say anything, you are also to blame and you are also 
held accountable. 
Fraternal and sisterly warning 
The gospel too is about the responsibility you have with regard to the other. But Ezekiel's 
ram-horn blowing watchman sounds a lot more robust than the legal-sounding procedure 
Matthew describes in today's gospel. This gospel is a part of the so-called Sermon on the 
Church of Jesus (Mt. 18). This speech is about matters that concern the congregation as a 
whole. Certain agreements and guidelines serve to keep such a community together. Today's 
gospel deals more specifically with the question of what to do with disturbing elements 
within the congregation. How should the community deal with difficult people? 
The gospel indicates that at least a discussion or dialogue is necessary. Not talking about 
someone, but with someone, which is much more difficult. When you talk about someone, 
there is chance that you are only expressing your own irritation. You do not help the other 
person, you even harm him. When you take this route, you allow evil to multiply. The evil of 
the other is answered with your evil. You can also approach the other full of anger and 
reproach. This is also not productive. Reproachful words are directed against the other. They 
only make the existing distance bigger. 
The gospel suggests another path, that of the conversation: If your brother does something 
wrong, go and have it out with him alone, between the two of you. We are responsible for 
each other. When God asked Cain: Where is Abel your brother? he replied: I don't know; am 
I my brother’s keeper? Do I have to watch over my brother? (Gen. 4: 9). The answer is: yes, 
we are each other's keeper and guardian.  
When Matthew uses the word brother or sister, he is referring to someone from his own 
congregation, because he is addressing his own circle. But we need not limit the words of 
today's gospel to our own community of faith, for we live in many other circles as well. 
Three steps 
The procedure as stated by Matthew consists of three steps. The first step is a private 
conversation. Here the honour of the recipient is taken into account. Perhaps in such a 
conversation you will gain understanding for the other. Because in an honest and frank 
conversation you can learn something about the motives of the other person and the 
circumstances in which he finds himself. Perhaps you will withdraw your charges after the 
interview. When you speak to the other and when he listens to you, then you have saved 
your brother or sister for the congregation, we read in the gospel. I don’t mean anything as 
abstract as a "pure" church, but the issue is that one person is to be won. In the context of 



the difficult conversation face to face we can think of a text from Leviticus (19: 17-18): You 
shall not hate your brother in your heart, but you shall reason with your neighbour, lest you 
bear sin because of him. You shall not take vengeance or bear any grudge against the sons of 
your own people, but you shall love your neighbour as yourself. This text shows how the 
misstep of the other can be the start of a negative chain reaction. Besides the other you can 
also make mistakes yourself. You are wrong when you bear a grudge. You are also wrong 
when you do nothing, because then you are guilty of the sin of another. But the other 
person's mistake can also be a challenge for you to take care of him and to be close to him. 
You address the other out of responsibility and love. A warning can be an offer of 
forgiveness. 
When step one, the warning in private, does not work, a second step can be taken: you bring 
in one or two more witnesses. If that does not help, the third and final step is to submit the 
matter to the community. If that does not help, the accused has by now placed himself 
outside the community. 
In any case, this step by step procedure shows that excommunication must be avoided by all 
means. Ultimately, this three-step plan is about unity between people and unity with God. 
Sin separates people from each other and from God. When we agree to be responsible for 
each other, when we know we are the keeper of our brothers and sisters, when we realise 
we are a watchman, something divine happens. For God himself is called watchman : the 
one that guards Israel (Ps. 121: 4), the one that guards you. 
The gospel ends with the sentence: where two or three meet in my name, I am there among 
them. This applies to what we are about to celebrate in the Eucharist, the communion with 
Jesus in the middle of the congregation. This also applies when two or three are talking to 
each other in order to agree: then also Jesus is in their midst. 


