23rd Sunday, Ordinary Time, Cycle. A. 2026.
A little girl was talking to her teacher about whales. The teacher said it was physically impossible for a whale to swallow a human because even though it is a large mammal its throat is very small. The little girl stated that Jonah was swallowed by a whale. Irritated, the teacher reiterated that a whale could not swallow a human; it is physically impossible. The little girl said, “When I get into Heaven I will ask Jonah”. The teacher asked, “What if Jonah went to Hell”? The little girl replied, “Then you ask him”!! Never argue with a child. Never argue with your brother says the Lord today.
Arguing with a brother or sister may not be a theme that resonates with you in a literal sense. But if you expand the meaning of brother and sister to biblical proportions - well, we can talk. Sometimes we feel like we have an argument going on with the whole world. We argue back at news commentators on the TV screen, with the authors whose books we are reading, with the speakers to whom we listen, silently, of course, in our mind. But Jesus views these kinds of criticism as useless. The only kind of criticism that counts is the one meant for encouragement. It should be done with courage and be done in private out of respect for the other person's dignity.
Count the number of people who encourage you. Don’t worry. It won’t take long. Then count the number of people you encourage. That won’t take long either. We tell people to have a nice day, but we are reluctant to make it a nice day for them by paying a compliment or encouraging them. So the message is, “Praise loudly and blame softly”. An honest appraisal helps a person to grow rather than a supportive lie. How have you helped others to grow because you patiently loved them?. Remember, when we point a long bony finger at someone, there are three other bony fingers pointing at ourselves. The age old proverb tells us, “Love your enemies, because they tell you your faults”.
Both the Gospel and the First Reading today presume that believers have a duty to correct sinners in our midst. Prophet Ezekiel is even told that he will be accountable for their souls if he fails to speak out and try to correct them. This must be done in love and for love, St Paul says to love our neighbors as ourselves is to be vitally concerned for their salvation. Hence Jesus says, we must make every effort, to win our brothers and sisters back, to turn them from the false paths. We should never correct out of anger or a desire to punish, instead our message must be urging the sinners to hear God’s voice, not to harden their hearts, and to remember that He is the one who made us and the rock of our salvation.
After humanity’s first murder took place, that is, after Cain killed his brother Abel, God said to Cain: “Where is Abel, your brother?”- Cain replied: I do not know; am I my brother's keeper”?( 4.9) And from century to century, from millennium to millennium, human history unfolds  a reality: No one cares about his brother, to the point that hundreds of thousands or even millions of people die each year while we do nothing; or very little, to save them…
So we should try again, to speak the truth tenderly in love, to correct with the aim of encouraging. The antithesis of this strategy is: my lawyer will talk to your lawyer. But few, if any, ever have a conversion experience in a courtroom. Since we have a hard time with conflict, let us try an action plan: Be the first to forgive. Make a list of people for whom you feel anger and resentment. Write each person a letter explain how hurt you were, but take responsibility for each of your actions that contributed to the problem. Forgive the person, in writing. Mail the letter or throw it away- the act of forgiveness is in the writing.
