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Fraternal Correction
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GOSPEL
Matthew 18:15-20

Jesus said to his disciples: ‘If your brother does 
something wrong, go and have it out with him alone, 
between your two selves. If he listens to you, you have 
won back your brother. If he does not listen, take one 
or two others with you: the evidence of two or three 
witnesses is required to sustain any charge. But if he 
refuses to listen to these, report it to the community; 
and if he refuses to listen to the community, treat him 
like a pagan or a tax collector.

‘I tell you solemnly, whatever you bind on earth shall 
be considered bound in heaven; whatever you loose 
on earth shall be considered loosed in heaven.

‘I tell you solemnly once again, if two of you on earth 
agree to ask anything at all, it will be granted to you 
by my Father in heaven. For where two or three meet 
in my name, I shall be there with them.’.

A REFLECTION BY POPE FRANCIS
6 September 2020

This Sunday’s Gospel passage (cf. Mt 18:15-20) is 
taken from Jesus’ fourth discourse in Matthew’s 
account, known as the discourse on the ‘community’ 
or the ‘ecclesial’ discourse. Today’s passage speaks 
about fraternal correction, and invites us to reflect 
on the twofold dimension of Christian existence: 
community, which demands safeguarding 
communion — that is, the unity of the Church — and 
personal, which obliges attention and respect for 
every individual conscience.

To correct a brother who has made a mistake, Jesus 
suggests a pedagogy of rehabilitation. And Jesus’ 
pedagogy is always a pedagogy of rehabilitation. He 
always tries to rehabilitate, to save. And this pedagogy 
of rehabilitation is articulated in three passages. In 
the first place he says: “tell him his fault, between 
you and him alone” (v. 15), that is, do not air his 
sin in public. It is about going to your brother with 
discretion, not to judge him but to help him realize 
what he has done. How many times have we had this 
experience: someone comes and tells us: ‘But listen, 
you were mistaken about this. You should change 
a little in this regard’. Perhaps in the beginning we 

get angry, but then we say ‘thank you’, because it is a 
gesture of brotherhood, of communion, of help, of 
rehabilitation.

And it is not easy to put this teaching of Jesus into 
practice, for various reasons. There is the fear that the 
brother or sister may react badly; at times you may 
lack sufficient confidence with him or with her. And 
other reasons. But every time we have done this, we 
have felt it was precisely the way of the Lord.

However, it may happen that, despite my good 
intentions, the first intervention may fail. In this 
case it is good not to give up and say: ’Make do, I 
wash my hands of it’. No, this is not Christian. Do 
not give up, but seek the support of some other 
brother or sister. Jesus says: “if he does not listen, take 
one or two others along with you, that every word 
may be confirmed by the evidence of two or three 
witnesses” (v. 16). This is a precept of Mosaic law (cf. 
Deut 19:15). Although it may seem a disadvantage 
to the accused, in reality it served to protect him 
against false accusers. But Jesus goes further: the two 
witnesses are called not to accuse and judge, but to 
help. ‘But let us agree, you and I, let us go talk to this 
man or woman, who is mistaken, who is making a bad 
impression. Let us go as brothers and speak to him 
or her’. This is the attitude of rehabilitation that Jesus 
wants from us. In fact Jesus explains that even this 
approach — the second approach, with witnesses — 
may fail, unlike Mosaic law, for which the testimony 
of two or three witnesses was enough to convict.

Indeed, even the love of two or more brothers or 
sisters may be insufficient, because that man or 
woman is stubborn. In this case — Jesus adds — 
“tell it to the church” (v. 17), that is, the community. 
In some situations the entire community becomes 
involved. There are things that can have an impact 
on other brothers and sisters: it takes a greater love 
to rehabilitate the brother. But at times even this may 
not be enough. And Jesus says: “and if he refuses 
to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a 
Gentile and a tax collector” (ibid.). This expression, 
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PRAYER

Spend some time in prayer with one another:

1.	 Conscious of what has just been shared, members 
briefly name/ describe their prayer needs.

2.	 Intentionally call on the Holy Spirit to be present (e.g. 
“Come Holy Spirit, please be present as we pray”)

3.	 Offer prayers of thanks and praise to God.

4.	 Pray for each others’ prayer needs. Where 
appropriate, you may like to encourage the group to 
place a hand on the shoulder of the individual that 
you are currently praying for.

5.	 Conclude your prayer time with another prayer of 
praise, perhaps praying the ‘Glory Be’.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

What stood out to you from the Gospel or Reflection/
Homily?

Head: Pope Francis invites us to consider 
‘fraternal correction’ for the sake of 
community and unity? Why might this be 
important?

Heart: How would you feel if people 
gossiped about you? What has been your 
experience of the sinfulness of gossip?

Hands: Reflect on the final paragraph of 
Pope Francis’ reflection - how might we 
make fraternal correction a healthy practice 
in our own communities?

seemingly so scornful, in reality invites us to put the 
brother in God’s hands: only the Father will be able to 
show a greater love than that of all brothers and sisters 
put together.

This teaching of Jesus helps us a great deal, because — 
let us consider an example — when we see a mistake, 
a fault, a slip, in that brother or sister, usually the first 
thing we do is to go and recount it to others, to gossip. 
And gossip closes the heart to the community, closes 
off the unity of the Church. The great gossiper is the 
devil, who always goes about saying bad things about 
others, because he is the liar who seeks to separate the 
Church to distance brothers and sisters and not create 
community. Please, brothers and sisters, let us make 
an effort not to gossip. Gossip is a plague more awful 

than Covid! Let us make an effort: no gossip. It is the 
love of Jesus, who had embraced the tax collectors 
and Gentiles, scandalizing the conformists of the 
time. However it is not a sentence without an appeal, 
but a recognition that at times our human attempts 
may fail, and that only being before God can bring the 
brother to face his own conscience and responsibility 
for his actions. If this matter does not work, then 
silence and prayer for the brother or sister who has 
made a mistake, but never gossip.

May the Virgin Mary help us to make fraternal 
correction a healthy practice, so that in our 
communities ever new fraternal relationships, 
founded on mutual forgiveness and above all on the 
invincible power of God’s mercy, may be instilled.


