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Making Disciples

Matthew’s Gospel and the Christian Community

by John R. Barker,

O.FM.
. -.' - his year today as they were when
- Catholics the Gospel was originally
e will be “written.

il hearing the
Gospel of Matthew
proclaimed on the
Sundays of Ordinary
Time. In this Catholic

The Gospel of
Matthew was written
for a community of
Christians that was
seeking to understand

Update we will explore a few of the ways that the how to live together as a Church. It needed guid-
Gospel of Matthew addresses the topics of Chris- ance on how to be disciples of Jesus Christ and
tian discipleship and how the Church should exist how to be an effective, communal sign to the world
in the world. These issues are just as important of the power and grace of God’s kingdom.
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important to note that the evangelist
is attentive to both the strengths and
the weaknesses of Jesus’ closest
companions.

We can take Peter and the other
disciples as both symbols of and models
for all Christian disciples, including
those entrusted with any kind of leader-
ship in the Church. The demands of
discipleship are great, but inhuman
perfection is not one of them.

We will, as the first disciples some-
times did, succumb to our own particu-
lar weaknesses, whether they are moral
failings or doubts and fears. While
these cannot be ignored or hypocritically
denied, they do not absolutely prevent
us from being true disciples.

Even in their doubts and fears,
when they failed to rise to the occasion
as Jesus would wish them to, Peter and
the other disciples knew and were
able to proclaim that Jesus was “the
Messiah, the Son of the living God.”

When the Church proclaims the
kingdom of God, the lordship of Jesus
Christ is an essential part of that procla-
mation. Indeed it is the center of it,
on which everything
else depends. Christian
discipleship means both
a commitment to living
the values of the king-
dom of God and to
proclaiming Jesus as
God’s Messiah.

Even flawed disci-
ples can do that.

A oge
reconciling

Church

n imperfect community of

disciples is always in need

of conversion and healing.

This, too, is a sign of God’s
kingdom, for it exemplifies God’s own
merciful concern for the wayward and
the lost.

In a passage found only in Matthew
(18:15-17), Jesus teaches his disciples
that sinners must be dealt with firmly,
but always in a way that calls them

back to the community with dignity
and love. “If your brother [that is,
another Christian] sins, go and tell him
his fault between you and him alone.”
If he listens, the problem is solved.

If he does not, he should be
approached again with one or two
“witnesses” (either to witness to the
sin or perhaps to his unwillingness
to repent) and once again exhorted.

If he persists in his sin, only then
should the larger community (the
“church”) be told. If he still does not
repent, then the church has no recourse
but to remove him from the community.

We see here that sin is, on the
one hand, not to be ignored; it truly
damages the community. On the other
hand, everything must be done to pre-
serve the bonds of that community.

The passage is immediately
preceded by Jesus’ parable of the lost
sheep (18:10-14), which expresses
God’s concern for every single sinner
who is “lost.” It is immediately followed
by Peter’s question about the limits
of forgiveness, to which Jesus responds,
in effect, that since every member of
the Church is a
recipient of God’s
merciful forgive-
ness, every memni-
ber must be will-
ing to extend that
same forgiveness
to others. (18:21-
35). This is how
the kingdom of
God works.

Each of these
two passages
highlights a sig-
nificant aspect of the kingdom of God.

First, it is marked by a concern for
sinners who have left the fold. It is not
acceptable to simply let them go off.
All members of the Church, no matter
how sinful, are valuable, and their
eventual return to the flock is of utmost
importance.

Second, relations among Christians
must be marked by a willingness to
forgive each other. This is rooted not
in their own virtue, but in the mercy
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Question Box -

1) What do you like best about
Matthew’s Gospel?

2) How can we call others to
discipleship?

3) How. does the Church show
_its willingness to undergo
constant conversion?

of God. God’s concern for all members
of the Church, and God’s willingness
to forgive those who seek forgiveness,
must be reflected in the life of every
community of disciples.

Matthew would have his listeners
of every age understand something
absolutely fundamental about the
Christian community. It is meant to
be a sign to each other—and to the
world—of the gracious mercy, healing
forgiveness and powerful love of God.
This is why we have been called,
this is our mission, this is why we
are the Church.
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