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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 along 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.’

(Matthew 18:15–20) 

DID YOU KNOW? 

Points of interest and Catholic lore 

• In the ancient world, the testimony of two witnesses was 
needed for any charge to be upheld in a civil or religious 
court. We see many examples of this practice in the 
gospels—for example, John 9:18.

• Formal exclusion from the Church is called 
excommunication. Today it is rarely used, but 
through history, many people, even saints, have been 
excommunicated. Galileo was excommunicated during the 
Renaissance for his views on science—later proved to be 
correct. This excommunication was rescinded only in recent 
years. Even Australia’s own St Mary MacKillop was once 
excommunicated!

EXPLORING THE WORD 

The gospel readings for this week and next week come from 
a section of Matthew that deals with ways the community 
might regulate its behaviour. Clearly there were some in the 
group who were behaving in ways that brought the community 
into disrepute and were contrary to the teaching of Jesus. The 
question was how the community should confront such issues 
of human sinfulness and help each other in the spirit of love 
that Jesus professed. Matthew recalls the words of Jesus to 
suggest a way forward in this dilemma.

This text comes immediately after the parable of the lost sheep, 
where the shepherd expends all possible effort to find the lost 
one and bring it back to the fold. For Matthew, the main point 
of that parable is the joy that the master expresses when the lost 
one returns.

That point is emphasised in this text when Matthew again 
suggests that all possible effort must be made to correct those in 
the community who err before taking the final step of exclusion 
from the group. Even then, all is not lost, and Matthew reminds 
his community that they should pray together and that their 
prayers will be heard. 

MAKING CONNECTIONS 

Opportunities for group discussion and personal prayer 

• Discuss ways in which conflict is dealt with in our society, 
families or workplaces. Try to identify both the positive 
and negative elements we find. How can we handle this in a 
more productive manner?

• Have you ever been in the position of being torn between 
‘turning a blind eye’ to a wrongdoing or confronting the 
culprit? Share your experiences and explain what you did to 
resolve the situation.

• One of the greatest prayers about being a peace maker is the 
prayer often associated with St Francis of Assisi:

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace. 
Where there is hatred, let me sow love; 
where there is injury, pardon; 
where there is doubt, faith; 
where there is despair, hope; 
where there is darkness, light; 
where there is sadness, joy. 
O divine master, grant that I may not so much seek  
to be consoled as to console 
to be understood as to understand, 
to be loved as to love. 
For it is in giving that we receive; 
it is in pardoning that we are pardoned, 
and in dying that we are born to eternal life.My soul is 
thirsting for you, O Lord my God
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EXPLORING THE WORD

SHARING THE TRADITION 

A closer look at the Scripture of the day, to see how it makes more 
explicit God’s word to us through the teachings of Jesus Christ 

The Church has had an ‘up-and-down’ history in the way it has 
dealt with conflict, and in how it has balanced the exercise of its 
legitimate authority with the call to announce God’s forgiveness 
to the world. There have been low points, like the Inquisition 
of the Middle Ages, and high points, like the papal apologies of 
the Jubilee Year.

In recent years, the scandal of sexual abuse by members of 
the clergy and religious has caused the Church to re-examine 
appropriate processes for dealing with such wrongdoing by 
its members. Various statements from Pope Francis have 
highlighted this.

• Why isn’t it acceptable to turn a ‘blind eye’ to wrongdoing 
within the Church? In what ways do you think this may 
have undermined the credibility of the Church in the 
modern world? What role have the media played in this? 

• You could discuss the modern process employed by the 
Church in dealing with sexual abuse or other controversial 
issues like the Stolen Generation of Aboriginal Australians.

• Balance this by highlighting some of the truly great works 
done by priests at a local level—for example, Fr Ernie 
Smith’s establishment of Sacred Heart Mission in St Kilda, 
or Fr Chris Riley’s foundation Youth Off the Streets.

• There may be local initiatives in your own community that 
could be highlighted as examples of the positive action of 
the Church in the world.

LIVING THE WORD 

Practical ideas for group leaders to employ in connecting Scripture 
and daily life, with suggestions for music and environment 

• One area of concern within the Church today is the exclusion 
of divorced and remarried Catholics from the eucharistic 
table. It could be useful to discuss the process of the Church’s 
annulment tribunal, and the ways individual communities 
seek to care pastorally for those in this difficult situation.

• This gospel emphasises the worth of each member 
of the community; we are all interconnected and we 
are all responsible for others. Love and the desire for 
reconciliation should govern our responses, not the desire 
to humiliate or chastise.

• When difficulties arise this week, try the approach of this 
gospel: listen, talk things through, try gentle persuasion and 
aim for reconciliation, not accusation.

• Use the Scriptures and a candle as a focus for prayer. Pray 
for all those caught up in conflict, whether it be political, 
emotional or spiritual. A suitable song might be Psalm 
33: ‘Let your mercy be on us’ (GA 31). Conclude with the 
prayer of exorcism the RCIA at §94J.

NOTES
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Peter went up to Jesus and said, ‘Lord, how often must I forgive 
my brother if he wrongs me? As often as seven times?’ Jesus 
answered, ‘Not seven, I tell you, but seventy-seven times. 

And so the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king 
who decided to settle his accounts with his servants. When 
the reckoning began, they brought him a man who owed ten 
thousand talents; but he had no means of paying, so his 
master gave orders that he should be sold, together with his 
wife and children and all his possessions, to meet the debt. 
At this, the servant threw himself down at his master’s feet. 
“Give me time,” he said, “and I will pay the whole sum.” And 
the servant’s master felt so sorry for him that he let him go and 
cancelled the debt. 

Now as this servant went out, he happened to meet a fellow 
servant who owed him one hundred denarii; and he seized 
him by the throat and began to throttle him. “Pay what you owe 
me,” he said. His fellow servant fell at his feet and implored 
him, saying, “Give me time and I will pay you.” But the other 
would not agree; on the contrary, he had him thrown into prison 
till he should pay the debt. 

His fellow servants were deeply distressed when they saw what 
happened, and they went to their master and reported the 
whole affair to him. Then the master sent for him. “You wicked 
servant,” he said, “I cancelled all that debt of yours when you 
appealed to me. Were you not bound, then, to have pity on your 
fellow servant just as I had pity on you?” And in his anger the 
master handed him over to the torturers till he should pay all 
his debt. 

And that is how my heavenly Father will deal with you unless 
you each forgive your brother from your heart.’

(Matthew 18:21–35) 

DID YOU KNOW? 

Points of interest and Catholic lore 

• The sum of ten thousand talents would have been an 
impossibly huge debt. A Jewish talent was made of silver, 
weighing 43 620 grams!

• A debt of one hundred denarii was still a hefty sum. 
The denarius was a commonly used Roman coin made of 
silver, weighing 3.64 grams. A denarius was the wage paid 
for one day’s casual labour.

• The use of the word ‘torturers’ in this text is problematic. 
The Greek term is linked to the notion of ‘tormentors’. 
It may be that the debtor’s friends and relations would more 
vigorously try to raise the necessary funds if the culprit is 
undergoing torment but it may also be an eschatological 
reference given what follows in the next verse.

EXPLORING THE WORD 

Jesus’ teaching about the need to settle conflict, the basis of last 
week’s gospel, was a surprising summons for Christians to fly in 
the face of accepted standards of judgement and condemnation. 
Here the teaching becomes even more outrageous! There is no 
end to the forgiveness offered.

For the average person, represented by Peter, forgiving another 
person seven times would show a very substantial commitment 
to mercy. Seven is used in the Bible to signify perfection, 
so Peter is not being mean in his suggestion. This is a very 
reasonable degree of tolerance. Yet Jesus, in his parable of the 
servant who is forgiven a debt equivalent to millions but cannot 
forgive his fellow a lesser sum, turns our human understanding 
of what constitutes a fair thing on its head. God’s forgiveness 
is prodigious, but it is dependent on our willingness to forgive 
each other in the same way. The inability or unwillingness 
of the servant to match the master’s forgiveness provides a 
powerful contrast. The master forgives in compassion, but the 
servant resorts to violence. If one has truly experienced the 
loving forgiveness of God, it must be shared with others.

• Look together at the penitential rite of the Mass. Explain its 
significance and place in the liturgy.

MAKING CONNECTIONS 

Opportunities for group discussion and personal prayer 

• To whom are you indebted? Can you acknowledge what you 
owe to these people?

• Reflect on a time when you felt wronged. What happened? 
What were your feelings? How did you react to the 
perpetrator? What was the outcome? Were you able to 
forgive the action and move on? How do you experience 
God’s forgiveness? Write down some responses and share 
them with the person next to you.

• What needs healing and reconciliation in your life? Work on 
that this week. 

• In the Lord’s Prayer, we ask forgiveness from God and 
pledge to forgive those who wrong us.  
Pray it often this week.
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EXPLORING THE WORD

SHARING THE TRADITION 

A closer look at the Scripture of the day, to see how it makes more 
explicit God’s word to us through the teachings of Jesus Christ 

In the life of the Church, the sacrament that celebrates 
forgiveness is the sacrament of reconciliation or penance. 
Baptism into the community of Christ includes an element of 
forgiveness of sin, but what happens when one of the faithful 
sins again after baptism? In the early church, they grappled 
with the problem of people who denounced their faith in the 
face of persecution or committed a grave offence like murder or 
adultery. How often were they to be forgiven and reinstated to 
the community? In those early centuries, forgiveness required 
a public confession and public penance, like the wearing of 
sack cloth and ashes. Gradually the Celtic monastic practice 
of having a spiritual guide became more popular. This was a 
person with whom one had regular contact and with whom one 
shared failings and concerns. From this practice, the sacrament 
of confession and administration of forgiveness and penance 
became more private and auricular (heard). This is now the 
norm of the Church, except in exceptional circumstances.

• Explain the reforms to the sacrament of penance instituted 
by Vatican II.

• Explain the difference between the three rites of 
reconciliation and the reasons for the Church’s preference 
for the first rite.

• Explore the different emphases implied by the various 
names of this sacrament: penance, confession, 
reconciliation. Which is most meaningful today?

LIVING THE WORD 

Practical ideas for group leaders to employ in connecting Scripture 
and daily life, with suggestions for music and environment 

• The boundless mercy and compassion of God are freely 
given when we ask for them. If we are forgiven, we 
should also forgive others. God’s household, the Church, 
is the place where, above all, we should experience this 
forgiveness. 

• When is the sacrament of reconciliation offered in your 
community? Explain the ‘when’ and ‘how’ of the practice. 
If possible and appropriate, invite the candidates to 
‘have a chat’ with the priest so they can experience what 
reconciliation entails.

• Use a candle and the open Scriptures as a focus for prayer. 
During a period of quiet reflection, invite the candidates 
to ‘examine their consciences’ and lay their failings before 
God. Pray together the Lord’s Prayer. A suitable song could 
be ‘Come as you are’ (AOV 31). Conclude with the prayer of 
exorcism in the RCIA at §94A.

NOTES
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Jesus said to his disciples: ‘The kingdom of heaven is like 
a landowner going out at daybreak to hire workers for his 
vineyard. He made an agreement with the workers for one 
denarius a day, and sent them to his vineyard. Going out at 
about the third hour he saw others standing idle in the market 
place and said to them, “You go to my vineyard too and I will 
give you a fair wage.” So they went. 

At about the sixth hour and again at about the ninth hour, he 
went out and did the same. Then at about the eleventh hour 
he went out and found more men standing round, and he 
said to them, “Why have you been standing here idle all day?” 
“Because no one has hired us,” they answered. He said to 
them, “You go into my vineyard too.” 

In the evening the owner of the vineyard said to his bailiff, 
“Call the workers and pay them their wages, starting with the 
last arrivals and ending with the first.” So those who were 
hired at about the eleventh hour came forward and received 
one denarius each. When the first came, they expected to get 
more, but they too received one denarius each. They took it but 
grumbled at the landowner. “The men who came last,” they 
said, “have done only one hour, and you have treated them the 
same as us, though we have done a heavy day’s work in all the 
heat.” He answered one of them and said, “My friend, I am not 
being unjust to you; did we not agree on one denarius? Take 
your earnings and go. I choose to pay the last comer as much 
as I pay you. Have I no right to do what I like with my own? Why 
be envious because I am generous?” Thus the last will be first, 
and the first, last.’

(Matthew 20:1–16) 

DID YOU KNOW? 

Points of interest and Catholic lore 

• In the Greco-Roman world, casual labourers used to gather 
in the agora or town-square waiting for employers to 
hire them.

• In the early church, those who had believed in the risen 
Christ from the earliest days—and had thus suffered 
persecution for their faith—were sometimes jealous of 
those, especially Gentiles, who came to belief later on.

EXPLORING THE WORD 

This gospel offers yet another challenge to human ideas about 
what is just and reveals the generosity of God. The Master 
makes a point of having those who came last paid first. One 
must imagine the queue, with the newly arrived workers at 
the head and those tired from a full day’s labour watching as 
the late-comers are paid in full. In many ways, the audience 
is drawn into sharing their disappointment and indignation. 
If those employed early had been at the head of the queue, 
they would have gone off happy with their contracted wage. The 
problem arises only when they see the latecomers reaping the 
same reward.

This alludes to a problem that has arisen in Matthew’s 
community. Those Jewish Christians who have risked all and 
believed from the beginning are now seeing the newcomers 
to faith being offered the same reward. Jesus’ answer is simple: 
the kingdom is God’s. God can do as he likes, and what God 
chooses is to welcome all and offer reward to all who come to 
belief, no matter at what stage.

• Are there examples in our world of people being generously 
rewarded when some may feel that they do not deserve such 
generosity?

• You could discuss this concept in terms of the candidates 
coming to belief later than those baptised as babies.

MAKING CONNECTIONS 

Opportunities for group discussion and personal prayer 

• Do you sometimes experience jealousy or resentfulness? 
What causes this response? How does it make you feel?

• Imagine the feelings of the workers who arrived last when 
they were paid for a full day’s work. What might they say of 
the generosity of God?

• Share together a time when you have experienced 
overwhelming generosity.

• Is there a difference in how we react if we are the recipients 
of generosity compared with our reaction when we see 
others being treated with generosity that we believe they do 
not deserve? Do we live in a generous society?

• Look for occasions this week to be generous, not only with 
money, but with time, attention and attitude. Challenge 
those who lack generosity of spirit. Pray this psalm often 
this week.

The Lord is kind and full of compassion,  
slow to anger,  
abounding in love.  
How good is the Lord to all,  
compassionate to all his creatures.
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SHARING THE TRADITION 

A closer look at the Scripture of the day, to see how it makes more 
explicit God’s word to us through the teachings of Jesus Christ 

There are many people revered by the Church who came 
late to their faith in Christ. Tell the story of people like Paul, 
St Augustine and St Francis of Assisi, who came late to belief 
yet made enormous contributions to the life of the Church.

• Invite some people who have made the catechumenal 
journey in the past. Ask them to reflect on their journey and 
speak about how they are now contributing to the life of the 
parish and the Church. 

• Ask them to discuss their ongoing growth in faith.

SYMBOLS AND IMAGES 

The ‘vineyard’ in the Hebrew Scriptures always referred to 
Israel, the people of God, while the ‘master’ was God. This 
parable would have been clearly understood as being about the 
experience of being gathered into God’s people and about who 
was welcomed into the kingdom. The unbounded generosity of 
God is highlighted.

LIVING THE WORD 

Practical ideas for group leaders to employ in connecting Scripture 
and daily life, with suggestions for music and environment 

• In what ways are you able to offer generosity to newcomers 
in your parish or local area?

• What welcoming ministries exist in your parish or parish 
school for those who move into the area or for new 
immigrants? How might catechumens make a contribution 
to these ministries in the context of the coronavirus? 

• Who are the people in our society who are in need of 
generosity and welcome? Examples include refugees and 
asylum seekers or people of other faiths. Can the group 
think of ways that they might be able to support or reach 
out to them?

• Use symbols of God’s bounty as a focus for prayer (for 
example, fruit, flowers, seeds, wheat). Pray today’s psalm 
together. Pray for each other’s concerns. A suitable song 
could be ‘Taste and see’ (AOV 67). Conclude with the prayer 
of exorcism in the RCIA at §94E, which speaks of God’s 
mercy and providence.

NOTES
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Jesus said to the chief priests and elders of the people, 
‘What is your opinion? A man had two sons. He went and said 
to the first, “My boy, you go and work in the vineyard today.” 
He answered, “I will not go”, but afterwards thought better 
of it and went. The man went and said the same thing to the 
second who answered, “Certainly, Sir”, but did not go. Which of 
the two did the father’s will?’

‘The first,’ they said.

Jesus said to them, ‘I tell you solemnly, tax collectors 
and prostitutes are making their way into the kingdom of 
God before you. For John came to you, a pattern of true 
righteousness, but you did not believe him, and yet the tax 
collectors and prostitutes did. Even after seeing that, you 
refused to think better of it and believe in him.’

(Matthew 21:28–32) 

DID YOU KNOW? 

Points of interest and Catholic lore 

• The ‘chief priests and elders’ are the leaders of the Jewish 
religious community. They were the ones with training and 
were learned in the Scriptures. They should have known and 
recognised what is from God, but they are like the son who 
says ‘yes’ and fails to carry out God’s will.

• Prostitutes and tax collectors are often bracketed together 
because both were considered ‘sinners’—prostitutes for 
their sexual behaviour, and tax collectors because they 
cooperated with the Roman authorities and cheated their 
own people.

EXPLORING THE WORD 

A great deal has happened since last week’s gospel reading in 
the lectionary. Jesus is now in Jerusalem. He has entered the 
city (Matthew 21:1–11) and has taken possession of the temple, 
driving out those who corrupt his Father’s house (Matthew 
21:12–17). The crisis point of Jesus’ ministry has arrived, and he 
will enter into conflict with the established religious authorities.

The point of this text is that it is not the ‘conventionally 
religious’—those who mouth all the right words and go 
through the rituals—who will enter the kingdom. Instead it is 
the ones who, by their actions, carry out God’s will and become 
the sons and daughters of God.

John the Baptist, like Jesus himself, not only preached 
righteousness; he lived it. Jesus describes him as ‘a pattern of 
true righteousness’ (Matthew 21:32), and it was the broken 
people, the tax collectors and prostitutes, who accepted what he 
had to bring. They believed in him, repented and experienced a 
change of heart and life.

• Are there leaders in our society who should recognise what 
is right but do not?

• Are there leaders in our society who pay lip service to the 
truth but fail to act on it?

• At this point in your journey, what do you think is God’s 
will for you?

MAKING CONNECTIONS 

Opportunities for group discussion and personal prayer 

• Have you ever failed to recognise the truth of a situation?

• Have you ever said you were going to do something but 
then neglected to do it? How did you feel about breaking 
the promise?

• Share stories of times when you have said ‘yes’ to something 
without the intention of actually doing it. Or of a time you 
felt pressured to agree to something when you wanted to 
say ‘no’. Or of failing to do something when you knew you 
should act.

• Pray this little prayer often this week:

When our words say ‘yes’ but our actions say ‘no’, 
forgive us Lord. 
When our words say ‘no’ but our actions say ‘yes’,  
encourage us Lord, 
so that our response to you might be perfect in word  
and deed.
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EXPLORING THE WORD

SHARING THE TRADITION 

A closer look at the Scripture of the day, to see how it makes more 
explicit God’s word to us through the teachings of Jesus Christ 

Continue the discussion begun last week about people who 
came to faith in later life. This week try to emphasise the 
conversion experience they had. Include others, like Jonah 
or Moses, who initially said ‘no’ but changed their minds and 
acted as God willed. What was the cost of this commitment?

You could give more recent examples of people who 
experienced conversion moments, like Thomas Merton, 
Dorothy Day or Oscar Romero. Try to find extracts of the 
writings of these people.

• Are there members of your own community who would be 
willing to speak of their own change of heart?

• Mary the mother of Jesus is one perfect example of someone 
who said ‘yes’ to God in both word and deed. She too is ‘a 
pattern of true righteousness’. Using Scripture as a guide, 
you could talk of the model of discipleship offered by Mary.

LIVING THE WORD 

Practical ideas for group leaders to employ in connecting Scripture 
and daily life, with suggestions for music and environment 

• Who are the people in your life who inspire you because of 
the consistency of their vision and action?

• Sometimes it is the simple people who inspire us the most. 
How might you emulate their approach? Are there ways you 
can be an inspiration for others? Are there ways you can 
publicly witness to saying ‘yes’ or act for justice this week?

• Each night this week, reflect on your day. What were the ‘no’ 
moments? What were the ‘yes’ moments? What ‘no’ of today 
might you make into a ‘yes’ tomorrow?

• Words are one thing but deeds are another. In the long 
run, it is deeds that count more. ‘Actions speak louder than 
words.’ More importantly, this little story tells us that change 
is possible, even after a negative decision. We have the 
ability to have second thoughts and respond generously; we 
can decide to do the right thing. Sometimes, it is those who 
are not expected to do the right thing who surprise us!

• If you spoke about the mother of Jesus and her response, 
you could use an icon or image of Mary as a focus for 
prayer. You could pray the Magnificat together. Pray for 
each other in your journey to discipleship. A suitable song 
could be ‘I say “yes”, my Lord’ (GA 445). Conclude with the 
blessing in the RCIA at §97I.

NOTES


