
Taking care of the little ones

                so that God will take care of us

(Mt 18,1-14)

“Let us deal with the young

 as if we were dealing with Jesus Christ himself,                                                                                if he were a student in this college.”




A question by the disciples led to a long discourse from Jesus, the fourth of the five in Matthew    (Mt 18,2-35; 5,1-7.29; 10,5-11,1; 13,1-52; 24,1-25,46).  This is the only time Matthew introduces a discourse of Jesus in this way (Mt 18,1).  It is not, then, an instruction planned by Jesus, but one requested by the disciples.

We can distinguish in it three very different literary units which require a pastoral practice among brothers, always motivated by the will of the Father (Mt 18,10.14.39):  the pastoral care of the little ones (Mt 18,1-14 ), the correction of an offender (Mt 18,15- 20) and forgiving a brother (Mt 18.21 to 39).  We limit our consideration to the first block (Mt 18.1-14), which regulates relationships already existing in the Community. He is not speaking, therefore, about establishing a common life, but about how it should be lived. 

I.
Be like little children, a necessary conversion


The discourse is addressed to "the disciples who came to Jesus" (Mt 18,1; cf. 10.5 ; 13,36) , in other words, all believers, all members of the Christian community, and not just those who exercise some  ministry or authority.
 They are the ones asking the question.  In his reply Jesus goes far beyond the initial question. It is a pretext, rather than the reason for the discourse. What Jesus gives are norms for community life, attitudes that all who live in community need to develop, regardless of the role they exercise. In this way he describes the radical attitude and specific behaviour that must exist among followers of Christ who live together on a daily basis.

1.
Understanding the text
The text is introduced by the question about the greatest in the kingdom. It has as a recurring theme the child and the little one in the community. At first, the child is a real person (Mt 18,2) that we must imitate, welcome and never scandalize (Mt 18.3-5). Later, the child ends up being an image of the disciple.

In the first scene (Mt 18,1-5 ) the child is presented as a condition for entering the kingdom and as a criterion for acceptance of Christ. Answering the question put by his disciples (Mt18:1), Jesus pronounces three important judgments (Mt 18.3 - 5 ), which are introduced emphatically,  focussing on the child, both as a real person (Mt 18,2 ) and as an ideal figure (Mt 18,3.4.5 ).
 

 
1 At that time the disciples came to Jesus, saying,






"Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?"
2 And calling to him a child, he put him in the midst of them, 3 and said, 
        "Truly, I say to you, unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. 4 Whoever humbles himself like this child, he is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. 5 "Whoever receives one such child in my name receives me"



The disciples’ question opens the scene and is the reason for the teaching (Mt 18,1: "Who is greatest in the kingdom of heaven?"). The disciples came to Jesus with a desire to be instructed on something that concerns the kingdom and God.
A concern that is to the credit of the disciples (Mt 18,1) 
The question is not naive, nor out of place, as it might seem at first sight.
 To become great in the sight of God was the supreme desire of the believer. The disciples are not arguing about who is the greatest among them.  They want to know who will be considered the greatest by God in his kingdom. The disciples who are asking the question are not thinking about themselves. Their concern, far from denoting interest or selfishness, is strictly spiritual. They are not interested in honours or hierarchical status within the community, but in what constitutes definitive greatness according to God's saving plan.

The question, then, is not about the disciples of Jesus, but about the internal organization of the kingdom of God. They want to know the order that prevails in the kingdom of God. The community of the disciples is not yet the kingdom of God, but is called to be part of that kingdom. Its way of life is – or rather should be – an image and an anticipation of what life is like in the kingdom. The disciples are asking how they should behave today so that one day they will be considered great in God's presence.  Though not yet in the kingdom, the disciples want to live here and now by its rules.

Matthew presents the disciples who are concerned with the laws of the kingdom as the recipients of Jesus' discourse.
 This concern for God and his kingdom, while they are still on the way and feeling the absence of the kingdom, is to the credit of the disciples. Their concern for what is to come is a reason to get closer to the Lord and learn the secrets of the kingdom from him. A community that ignored God and did not care about his kingdom would not allow themselves to be taught by Christ. They would cease to be disciples. To belong to the school of Christ they must be interested in things that do not pass away, things that have a future, namely God and his kingdom.

A child, the measure of greatness (Mt 18,2-4) 


Jesus began to respond with a symbolic action, putting a child in the centre (Mt 18,2). The gesture preceded what he had to say and determined in advance the meaning of his words (Mt 18,3-4). The child, still too small to belong to the world of adults, is the prototype of the greatest in the kingdom of God.
 The scene is already in itself a striking image of the kingdom of God, and a real statement about the preferences of the kingdom.
 


Next Jesus explains his behaviour with authority.  Nevertheless, his words do not correspond well to the disciples’ question which was very general.   The answer given by Jesus was not general. The disciples asking the question seemed to take it for granted that they would get into the kingdom, and they wanted to know who would be the greatest there.  Jesus corrected them saying that, before thinking of being great in the kingdom, they would have to become worthy to enter it. And no one will enter who does change and become like a little child.
“Entering the kingdom of Heaven” (cf. Mt 5,20; 7,21; 19,23-24; 23,13) does not refer to some form of space.  Rather than arriving in a particular place, it means being subject to the reign of God, obeying his will and remaining subject to his will. As the condition for having God as king, the expression "be converted and become like little children" requires a radical change, not only of conduct, but also of one’s fundamental orientation in life. To be converted means to turn around, go back the way you have come, abandon, let go of your present way of being, leaving behind what you have become. It is more a question of a process to be put in motion than an operation to be done once and for all (cf. Jn 3:4-5). This going back is made concrete in becoming like children. When it is said to adults, it implies that they should behave as if they were not adult, as if they were little children. 

The child, who is in this case the model of adult behaviour, it is not by definition humble, nor accustomed to waiving his rights knowingly. But as a child, he cannot aspire to a high social position.  The child is not presented as an ideal of life, nor as an encouragement to return to the nostalgia of the past.  He is not proposed as a paradigm of innocence and simplicity, and not even for his being without sin.  But he is proposed as a model of an unpretentious life, without social standing. The child, as such, is not always docile or generous, but will always be dependent and needing the help of an adult. For an adult to become a child, he must give up being independent and self-sufficient, and allow himself to be looked after.  Being like a child implies, moreover, needing to be protected by all, knowing that we need help for everything, and that if we  lower ourselves we will be exalted, which means being  great in the kingdom (Mt 18,1).

Jesus describes in even more practical terms the conversion required to enter the kingdom.  To become like this little child, to descend to the level of the child Jesus had very deliberately made the centre of the attention of disciples, requires a profound change. It means letting go of all the things that give an adult security and becoming helpless and insignificant like this little child. This conversion is not an ascetic path of self-abnegation, nor an exercise in blind submission.
 For the Christian it means practical service to God and/or neighbour (Mt 23,12; Lk 14,11; 18,14; 2 Cor 11,7; 12,21).
 
If a disciple consciously assumes the state of unimportance and insignificance that the child represents in the eyes of the adult, it is the guarantee of the change that has come about ​​and so gives the certainty of entering the Kingdom. But, and this is the most surprising aspect, the one who manages to become like that child will not just enter the kingdom of heaven as one of many, but will be the greatest of all its citizens. Disciples who take the child as a model and the goal of conversion, refuse to see themselves as candidates. They run away from honours and dignity, regards themselves as small and needy, weak and perhaps underestimated. They are content with what they have and grateful for what they are given. The disciple who wants to be a citizen of the kingdom must feel before God like a little child in need of care. No matter how great the disciple becomes, he or she remains in constant growth and in a state of permanent dependence, despite being already an adult.

The kingdom of God is the heritage of those who feel small and immature no matter how much they have grown and matured. Our chance of entering heaven is also based on this.  The reversal of values could not be greater, more radical or less obvious: those who are in need of everything, because they depend on everybody, and who are surpassed by all the great people, will be the greatest in the eyes of all when God’s kingdom is established. The law that governs the way of acting of God our king demands a radical change in the behaviour of those who dream of being his subjects.  The conversion required for the kingdom of God is, basically, a total inversion of the normal human order (cf. Mt 20,26-28; 23,11-12).

 
The action of Jesus in choosing the child as representative of the 'greatest ' in the kingdom calls into question social values ​​regarded as beyond challenge, as well customs deeply rooted in the Church.   And we cannot even claim that this teaching is the law that governs our community life. Because he is seen as unimportant in society and not capable of fulfilling the law, the child is not important.  The child is worth little and matters little.  However, becoming someone that does not matter is the conversion that Jesus demands from those who want to be considered important to God.
The little one, the object of attention (Mt 18,5)

Having invited them to become like children, Jesus exhorts his disciples to accept the child he has just placed at the centre of their attention (Mt 18,2). The child is no longer seen as someone to be imitated, but to be accepted and welcomed, which is something to be recommended for its own sake. (Bill I 774-775).   
Now with the theme of acceptance of the child, there is a certain discontinuity with what went before.
  It is likely that Matthew, following Mark 9,37, is urging his readers to take care of the children in the community since they are the ones most in need of help and  more likely to be despised.  Their weakness and insignificance make them more deserving of care.
 It is a question of accepting all those in the community who have humbled themselves and become like children, who are defenceless and could easily be neglected or abused. 

The disciple who becomes like a child is marginalized from the world of adults. The little ones are easy prey for bigger bullies or smart people.  In the Christian community, however, the child must be the object of greater attention and special care. Now, the motivation for our concern for the little ones must be Jesus himself, since it is in his name and because of him that they are to be welcomed. 
The attention due to those who become little is, in fact, a tribute to the person of our common Lord. Jesus hides in the weak (Mt 25,40). Those most in need of assistance are the people who best represent him (cf. Lk 22,27). The identification is mysterious but real nonetheless. It is a choice made by Jesus, and therefore an obligation for believers.  Jesus sees himself being received whenever we receive one of these children with whom he chooses to identify himself. The most insignificant people are the ones who represent the Lord (cf. Jn 13:20).  The child is the one who takes the place of God (cf. Mt 25.35 - 40 ) .
When a disciple becomes little and in need of others, he or she gives the community an opportunity to take care of the Lord.  When a community offers protection and shelter not only to children but also to those disciples who do not have a protector, it is accepting God.  The community knows that Jesus Christ is hidden in the child-disciple, and that the attention shown to the little one is the measure of its conversion to Christ.  As long as there are disciples in need of respect and care, the community cannot consider itself saved. "The law remains in force until the definitive decision is given in the final judgment."
 (cf. Mt 25, 40-45). When the little ones come to the Lord, he does not hesitate in receiving them (Mt 19,13-15). The Master’s example makes the practice of the Church less excusable. In the Church anyone who wants “to be greater” must make himself or herself little, and the little ones are those who will receive most attention. 
II. The one who can do least, is the one who has most need of us


The child now passes from being a paradigm of life and the goal of conversion (Mt 18,1-5) to being the subject of pastoral care (Mt 18,6-14). Jesus takes advantage of the presence of the child in the midst of his disciples to show them a new task: among his followers, the one who can do least and is most in need should enjoy greater attention.  This is a requirement that we should not forget or pass over in silence. Among the disciples of Christ, those who have least are the ones that deserve the most attention and care. There is little point in trying to be great if the weak and the little ones are to be the most honoured!
1.
Understand the text

Mt 18.6-9 is not a homogeneous text. It is a collection of three sentences from different sources 
 put together with no strict link with what went before. The three sentences sound like proverbs (Mt 18,6.8.9: “it is necessary”, “it would be better”) that warn against scandalizing the little ones. The topic and tone of the discourse change abruptly. From being like little children it changes to scandal given to the little one who believes, and from exhortation to warning. There is no more arguing with promises (cf. Mt 18,3-5). He speaks of punishment for anyone who gives scandal (Mt 18,6).  While admitting that scandal is inevitable, he says that those who cause it will not be saved (Mt 18,7 ). The evil of the scandal is measured on the basis of the loss caused (Mt 18,8 - 9).


6   ”but whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better for him to have a great millstone fastened round his neck and to be drowned in the depth of the sea.7 "Woe to the world for temptations to sin! For it is necessary that temptations come, but woe to the man by whom the temptation comes. 8 And if your hand or your foot causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away; it is better for you to enter life maimed or lame than with two hands or two feet to be thrown into the eternal fire. 9 And if your eye causes you to sin, pluck it out and throw it away; it is better for you to enter life with one eye than with two eyes to be thrown into the hell of fire.” 


Scandal is a fact of life in Matthew’s community, a reality to be reckoned with on a daily basis. 
 The most defenceless among believers are the ones who suffer most. To scandalize means to hinder, to block one’s path, or cause one to stumble. Matthew identifies the child as a Christian.


"One of these" is not a very precise expression. Matthew uses it four times (Mt 10:42 ; 18.6 ; 10:14). He uses it to refer to the missionaries and also to catechumens and newly converted Christians. It is probable that included in the term "little ones who believe” are all those Christians whose faith and fidelity are not yet strong enough to withstand the test.  Little does not refer here to a child, but to the adult believer who trusts in Christ and has become little. Faith in Christ does not make him or her weak or childish, but it makes them people who depend on others. Trusting in Christ, the believer trusts also in other believers.
Beware of giving scandal! (Mt 18,6-7)

Jesus now defends those who are easy prey for scandal, the weak and defenceless in the community, as well as those whom previously he had blessed for not losing faith in him (Mt 11.6; cf. 24,10 , 26,31). Here the scandal refers to any obstacle put in the way of the little one, weak and insignificant, who believes in Christ.  It refers, therefore, to anything that leads to loss of faith and results in separation from God.  Those who give themselves to Christ have in him their best advocate.  Just because one is ‘small’ does not mean he or she is at the mercy of others.  Those who cause difficulty for their brother will find themselves opposed by Christ – and how!

Jesus himself has indicated the worst possible destination for those who endanger the fidelity of their brothers. Being thrown into the sea with a weight was a cruel punishment, and if the load is a stone that can be moved only by a mule, there is no possible escape – it is heavier than what any man can move! The image, as it is worded, is even stronger. It speaks of a millstone being tied around the neck of those who offend.  Drowning in this way, even if it is mentioned as a mere possibility, suggests the utmost cruelty.
  Apart from not having land where he could rest, the individual would inevitably sink to where no one could reach (cf. Apoc 18,21; Jer 51,63-64), and where there is no salvation.
The judgment of Jesus takes on a prophetic tone with the repetition of the word “woe”. It is more of a lament than a curse (cf. Mt 23,13; 24,19; 26,24).  It increases the seriousness of the warning directed at the world where scandal happens, and at the one who causes it. Scandal arises whenever a brother loses faith because of an obstacle placed by another, when the weak are the first to fall or – what is much worse, but not less frequent – fall under the power of the  more powerful or more important brother. Jesus gives a serious warning about the danger of scandalizing a brother who is weak in faith ( cf. Rom 14:13; 1 Cor 8:13) or does not value it enough. Even if it is only a warning, the threat must be taken seriously. Such a terrible future denotes the seriousness of the offence. There is no fate worse than that of the one who causes scandal; his final destiny will be that he can neither save himself nor find anyone to save him.

It frightens us to note that, however much we may dislike it, Jesus cannot prevent scandals from happening.  He himself recognizes that there must be evil
 in the world, and in the community, likes the weeds sown in the field (Mt 13,24-30.36-43), hidden but still growing, unseen but omnipresent.

The fate of the world is regrettable as the place where scandals happen. The statement (“woe to the world”) is surprising for what it implies: the world is troubled, perverted by scandals. The dominion of Satan is evident (Mt 13,28.41-42). The community experience of evil is undeniable. Jesus does not reflect a pessimistic view of the world, but speaks as one who has been touched personally and is pastorally concerned by the undeniable power of evil. 


It is striking that does he not give a reason for the necessity of scandal, but simply says that it is necessary that temptations come (Mt 24,10).  Indeed, he goes on to say something we find incomprehensible, almost intolerable – that scandals are not only inevitable, they are even necessary!
 Perhaps he was saying that, until good eventually triumphs, evil must continue undefeated and scandals are inevitable. But there is something even less acceptable – the fact that scandals are necessary does not mean that those who cause scandal are without blame.   It is not the world that is unfortunate because of scandal, but the person who causes scandal. Anyone who scandalizes a brother is a Judas, a disciple who becomes a traitor.
 Anyone who puts obstacles in the way of a Christian who is weak renders the death of Christ useless (cf. 1 Cor 8,9-13).

Urging the avoidance of scandal, Jesus invites those who are tempted to be responsible. Not everyone who stumbles falls.  Temptation does not take away freedom. Temptation never forces us to sin. Evil can be chosen or it can be avoided. If believers live in a world of scandals, they are called upon to prove their fidelity by choosing what is good. Jesus insists, therefore, on the necessity for temptation and on the responsibility of the one who causes it. He takes for granted the fact of evil and its real power in the community: a community that knows evil and suffers the necessity of evil must avoid scandal.
Better to cut off your hand than to allow yourself to be scandalized (Mt 18,8-9)

The passage goes now from scandal that comes from outside to the scandal that arises within oneself.  In this case it is no longer the environment that is hostile or seduces a brother. Now the enemy is the person himself, or rather, one of his limbs. The fight becomes more personal, the temptation divides the person. The same person can be agent and victim of the scandal. The scope of the evil action is limited to one’s own body, but the reaction must be more radical, even immediate amputation. Unlike Mt 5.29-30, the scandal here is not to be reduced to a temptation of a sexual nature. This makes it even more radical. Any external action done by hand, or internal impression taken from the eye, which causes difficulty for the person, renders the hand or eye dispensable. Getting rid of the cause of sin can require even the cutting off of one’s limbs. 

Although amputation was practised in the society and similar sayings were known in antiquity, the statement is not to be taken literally. Its strength lies in the hyperbole and in the brutality of the image. It does not, therefore, impose self-mutilation, but it requires the renunciation of what is valuable and, perhaps, irreparable. The fact that it was an exaggeration does not mean that we should interpret it metaphorically.  It mentions important parts of the body.  Jesus does not demand that we cut ourselves off from what leads us to evil. He is trying rather to convince us to get rid of whatever it is in ourselves that calls into question our fidelity to God. 

"It is better for you to enter” – this is a Semitic expression that implies comparison. It is better to lose part one day than to lose everything forever. The logic is clear. If what is at stake is the life or death of the whole, the survival of a part ultimately serves little purpose. The opposition is between our present condition and our future life: anything that is an obstacle to obtaining eternal life must be eliminated without any concern or hesitation.  No sacrifice is too costly if it is necessary to save your life. Anything that does not give life, even if it is alive, does not deserve to be preserved if the attempt to hold on to it causes death. Without a life assured in the future, there is no point in saving our bodily limbs no matter how vital they are.  Of what use is it to preserve the organs that can cause us to lose our lives forever?

This kind of radicalism is demanded of a community which has internal experience of evil (cf. Mt 13,36-43.49-50) . While already experiencing salvation, it is not immune from scandal, nor is it free from sin. Being exposed to evil does not mean surrendering to it. Living with the threat of sin is not the same thing as giving in to it. Not to succumb may require costly sacrifice, even painful amputation. Are we ready to pay the price? 

2.
Apply this to life 

Do I have some deep preoccupation that brings me to Christ? Or are there too many concerns that separate me from him? Do my problems make me a disciple of Christ? In other words, do I want to see them as he sees them and find the solution he offers? Why do my questions not lead me to Christ? To whom and to what do they lead me, then?

Am I anxious for power?  Do I feel a need to be considered or a fear of being underestimated?  Can I carry on without public recognition or do I feel bad when I feel forgotten?  Do I feel unappreciated in the community? What kind of greatness do I desire? What do I need to encourage me more? Do I want God and his kingdom above all else?

 
Do I, perhaps, take my entering the kingdom for granted?  Is it something I talk about and ask questions about?  Is it a motive that leads me to Christ?  Do I think I have nothing more to learn from him to become a subject of his kingdom? On what do I base my confidence on the belief that one day I will be with him in his kingdom? 


Do I, like Christ, see a great future in littleness and weakness?  Why do I shy away from weakness and insignificance – or even from the appearance of it – if it is a sign of greatness before God? Is becoming like a child the goal of my present plan of life, or has it ever been? Is not it true, rather, that I feel uncomfortable when I have to depend on others? And the greater they are, the more ill at ease I feel if they do not appreciate me? 

Do I live in community the law of the Gospel by which the small, needy and helpless are the greatest? Does my community live by this law? Do I welcome the one who is least in my community as if it were the Lord himself?  Do I realize and do I believe that the one in the community who is least and in most need is the one who best represents Christ (cf. Mt 25.35 - 40)? Knowing this, will I change anything in my life?


3.
Praying the Word 
Lord Jesus, I begin by confessing that I do not see myself very well reflected in your first disciples. I am not concerned about being great in your kingdom but rather I want to be considered important here and now on earth. If my anxiety about entering your kingdom does not bring me to you, what is there that is important enough to lead me to you? Give me some anxiety about being great in your kingdom that will lead me to see you again as my Lord and Master on my journey.

You are amazing, Lord!  Becoming like a child is certainly not the thing that worries me the most.  I do not want to hide from you the fact that I have thought about it occasionally, but even if I did want to, it would not be for these reasons. The childhood that I pine for is the time of effortless innocence. You, however, are asking me to be a responsible adult believer who refuses to control others or to assert myself over them, and to live and be happy with what I have. Create in me a heart that is not ambitious for honours that are above my ability.  Let my heart and all my desires rest in you, Father, like the child who is serene and satisfied resting in his mother's womb.          (cf. Ps. 131, 1-2 ).

 Lord, may you be my sole interest, the work of my hands and the concern of my life. May they all be yours, Lord, the little ones, those who give meaning to my life, who have a place in my heart and for whom I work with my hands.  Help me to be for them the brother that you wanted to give them, the comfort they need, the hand always stretched out to help them, the eye attentive to their complaints, the word that calms and encourages, eyes that look at them (and admire them!) with your eyes, and a heart that reminds them of your heart. Make me smaller, Lord, that I may represent you among them. After all, how easy you have made it for me to be your ambassador! Could I ever aspire to a better present and a better future?  Make me as small as you want today, and one day I will be as great as me you want me to be! 
III.
Object of God’s solicitude

Again, without much logical connection, the text switches from the warning against scandal to an admonition for contempt of the little ones (Mt 18,10). The admonition is based on a parable of undoubted authenticity (Mt 18:12-14; Lk 15.3-7).
 
1.
Understand the text
The parable recalls the prophecy of Ezekiel 34 (Mt 18,12/Ez 34,10-11.12.13; Mt 18,12-13/Ez 34,16). It is carefully formulated. The initial applications (Mt 18,12) and the repeated assertion , "I say to you" (Mt 18,10.13 ) give it a tone of argument and teaching. Unlike Lk 15:1-2, the parable in Mt 18:12-14 is not addressed to the critics of Jesus, but to his disciples. It does not defend the way Jesus acts with sinners but it asks Christians to imitate his way of acting (cf. Mt 5:43-48 the same reason) and to have special care for the little ones. The background is to be found in the early Christian community. 


10 “See that you do not despise one of these little ones; for I tell you that in heaven their angels always behold the face of my Father who is in heaven. 12 What do you think? If a man has a hundred sheep, and one of them has gone astray, does he not leave the ninety-nine on the mountains and go in search of the one that went astray? 13 And if he finds it, truly, I say to you, he rejoices over it more than over the ninety-nine that never went astray.14 So it is not the will of my Father who is in heaven that one of these little ones should perish.”

Neglect, a form of contempt (Mt 18,10)

The initial tone of "this short and sublime parable "is a serious warning and an explicit command.


Despise is not just an inner feeling, it is a visible gesture that is offensive (Mt 6:24 / Lk 16:13), something that is felt by the victims. It adds injury to insult. The social insignificance of the little one makes contempt more likely. For Jesus, the reason for not despising anyone within the community lies in the fact that their angels have permanent access to the sight of God, an unusual statement on his lips. Jesus takes it for granted that higher angels take care of the most insignificant members of the community.

The presence before God of the angels that represent the little ones is an expression of God’s concern for those who, no matter how insignificant they may be, belong to the community of believers. Maybe they do not count in the eyes of men, but their angels continually perform divine service, and their guardians attend the throne of God.
 These are the angels who contemplate the face of God, the supreme act of worship, while guarding the little ones on earth. If the guardians of the least exercise this function, what right have brothers to despise those who matter least, the most insignificant? If the angels of the little ones "always behold the face of God", it means that they, and the ones they represent and protect, are really important to God.


God’s pastoral solicitude (Mt 18,12-13)

From care through intermediaries the account passes to God’s personal care.  He is the shepherd of those who are most at risk. He is their best advocate, because he is their master and owner. The parable describes not only God’s concern, but also his way of showing concern.

The initial question "What do you think?"
 is simply to draw the listeners’ attention and assumes that they agree. This is the reasoning of Jesus: how can someone who has lost something be at peace if he does not react immediately to look for it? The number of the sheep, a hundred, says nothing about the economic status of the owner. The number serves only to emphasize the contrast 99/1 – what is lost is very small and yet the shepherd is concerned about it.  He is not speaking about a rich shepherd, but a shepherd who does not want to become poorer.  Gone astray is a metaphor that was used already in the Old Testament (Is 53.6; Ps 119.176). It suits Matthew’s interests (Mt 24,4.5.11.24) better than losing, the word that Luke uses (Lk 15,4). The one who has gone astray is someone who is not yet lost but is in danger of becoming so.  There is, therefore, no reason to give up on him up as already lost.  In fact, Matthew, significantly, declares that God does not want the loss of any of his little ones (Mt 18,14). 

Matthew is familiar with the image of God as Shepherd (cf. Jer 27.6; Ez 34,4.13.16). He speaks about the extraordinary care the lost sheep receive from the shepherd.
 It is not that the shepherd does not esteem the ninety-nine as much as the one that is lost, but that he searches only for the lost one. The contrast ninety-nine to one is revealing. The lesser is of more interest. The shepherd searches only for the one that is lost. The narrator is not interested in the ninety-nine because they don’t cause the shepherd to show his care for them in such an extraordinary way. The shepherd is more determined to regain what was lost than to hold on to the ones that were left.
 

What is lost is a cause of concern to the master, what is found becomes a cause of joy. This is the whole point of the story. The contrast between the number of those that were not lost – and consequently not sought after ​ – and the one that is lost adds to the emphasis, if that is possible. The transformation that is described in the parable occurs in the shepherd, not in the lost sheep or in the flock.  Matthew 18 may perhaps reflect the original parable better than Luke 15. In Matthew’s version Jesus wants to remind us that the search is not always successful. He highlights the initiative of the shepherd who has the good fortune to find his sheep ("if he finds is it")
.  The greater attention is paid to the weak one that is lost.    

Taking care of those in most need is the role of the Father.  Anyone who loves and cares for the little one reflects the paternal solicitude of the Shepherd God who will not allow any of those that belong to him to go astray. Like the sheep, the wayward son has his return home assured, as long as God values him as his property. The shepherd sought the lost sheep because he had noticed its absence, and he was concerned about it.  No one should get lost in a Christian community without someone looking for him until he finds him.  All the members can be sure that God and his representative do not give up on them, not even in the case of a voluntary departure from the community.
The will of God (Mt 18,14)
The conclusion is the editorial work of the evangelist.
 Matthew identifies God as a shepherd (Ps. 119.176 ; Ez 34,15 ) and stresses the will of God.
  God thinks and acts like a shepherd (Mt 9,36; 15,24; cf. Ez 34,22-26). He does not remain indifferent to one who strays from the life of the community, nor does he remain unconcerned by their departure, nor impassive at the prospect of their loss. He is concerned not so much about their conversion, and the return of the stray, but about the search to ensure that he is not lost.  He is not so much concerned about what he gains when he finds the stray. What is important is what the stray finds when he meets him again.
  He does not indicate the cause of the loss, taking it as obvious. He does not pass judgment on the culpability of the one that strays.  Jesus simply states the fact and declares that it is the divine will that no one should be lost. 

If God does not want the little ones to be lost, the disciple cannot allow it to happen. It does not matter what he wants, but only what God wants: "it is the will of my Father". The disciple must imitate God (Mt 5,48)  and act like him.  No brother is worth so little that he can be overlooked. No Christian should mean so little that his absence is not noticed if he strays, and that he is not sought after when he is gone. 

Unlike Luke, who insists on the mercy of God, Matthew emphasizes the duty of the Christian community to reflect God's concern for the one who has departed, however small and insignificant he or she may be.  The children imitate their father by showing the same interest in a brother who has gone astray. This means that the Jesus of Matthew’s gospel assumes that the community needs to be aware of the demands.  On the one hand there are those who do not care if some of the little ones are lost. On the other hand, he makes God’s pastoral care for his sheep the basis of fraternal fellowship. He bases his rule for the life of the community life on the way God acts. It must be our pastoral practice because it is the will of God.

3.2.
Apply it to life



Being responsible for our brother's needs demands also that we do not put his fidelity to the test by our behaviour.   Am I aware of the risk I am taking when I make it difficult or painful for my brothers to be faithful? How do I give scandal to my brothers?  Do I realize that being a stumbling block to my brother makes me equal to the one who betrayed Christ?

Do I live in a world where scandal, caused by me or suffered by me, is inevitable? How do I react in the face of temptation or trial, to the evil that is in me or in those who live with me?  Do I get free from them by reducing their importance in my life?  Do I try to explain and "understand" the evil in myself and make excuses for it, while at the same time condemning evil when I find it in others?

What am I willing to give up in order not to put my brothers’ fidelity to the test?  Is there something in me that is a stumbling block for me, hindering my fidelity to the Lord? What should I refrain from doing today, to ensure that Christ will not reject me one day?

Do I neglect those in my community who are less important or less capable?  Do I appreciate my confreres only for what they do for me, or because God has entrusted them to me (Cons. 50)? When will I make up my mind to see them and value them as God sees and values them?


Am I sure that none of my community is being lost? Am I at least concerned about the mistakes of my confreres? What do I do to win them back?  Is there anyone who is lonely or confused and in need of my help? What do I need to let go of in myself if I am not to allow one of my brothers to be lost?

If God does not want the little ones to be lost, can I stand by and allow one of my brothers to be lost?  What right have I to rob God of the joy of finding those who are lost, if I do not go in search of them?   Will I be able to receive the love of the Father if I do not take care of his most vulnerable children?

3.3
Praying the Word


Lord, I am struck by the stance you take in relation to scandal.  You put before me the possibility of my becoming a threat to my brothers and you threaten me with the worst of punishments. You really take seriously the possibility that I may be a reason for the fall of my brothers through their infidelity! You take for granted that there must be scandals, but you curse those who cause them.  You are so serious that you scare me! Deliver me from scandalizing my brothers and do not let them scandalize me! 

Give me courage, Lord, to recognize what is separating me from you.  May I never hold on to anything that keeps me from having you as my Lord! You are my everlasting good. Let me lose all I have, rather than lose you.  Why are there things, people and projects in my life that I value more than I value you, and am not willing to sacrifice for you? If you are not reason enough to give up everything else, then you are not my God.
I am amazed, Lord, that you hold the least among us in such high esteem. Since the angel you have given me as my guardian contemplates your face, I will never feel sad or despised, and I will be careful not to despise anyone, starting from the least of my brothers.

Teach me, Lord, to take care of them as you want me to. Show me how to look after them in such a way that they will feel your loving attention.  Since I do not want to lose you as Father, grant                        that I may do your will. Help me to dedicate myself to my brothers in need.  May I never fail those who are lost, so that you, my good Father, will not allow me to be lost. 
� MB XIV, 846-847.


� In Matthew’s gospel, when Jesus speaks to the apostles, it is said so explicitly. (Mt 10,1.5; cf. 5,1).


� Although the meanings are different in Mt 18,3-4 (‘become like children’ = ‘be humble’;  ‘enter the kingdom’ = ‘be great in it’) and Mt 18,5 (‘receive a child’ = ‘receive Christ’), the sayings are centred on the theme of the child. 


� Jesus had already used this theme as a reason for exhortation (cf. Mt 5,19; 11,11). The evangelist places the question later, when the sons of Zebedee present their request (Mt 20,20-28/Mk10,35-45) regarding  the question of primacy within the discipleship. Here, however, there is no sign of rivalry among the disciples.


� To do this, he has had to correct his source and improve the image of the disciples (cf. Mk 9,33-34; Lk 9,46-47).


� “In Palestine at the time of Jesus, as in the ancient world in general, a child was considered a weak being.  The child had no value in society and had to obey in everything he was told.” (P. Bonnard, El evangelio según san Mateo, Cristiandad, Madrid 1984, 399, n3).


� “We need to visualize the scene to grasp the contrast and the meaning of the sign. On one hand there is this group of wise men, very sure of themselves. On the other, lost among them and maybe looking around anxiously, is the small child. The group of the elect, very conscious of their dignity, and the child who has not a word to say.” (W. Trilling, El evangelio según san Mateo. Vol. II, Herder, Barcelona 1970, 128.)


� The teaching of Jesus is as unusual today as it was in his time. No Jewish texts have been found in which the child is put forward as a model to be followed. How could a child, not yet subject to the law, become a model of piety for adults, or the measure of greatness before God? (cf. m. Abbot 3.11)


� Conversion requires, in the first instance, that the adult renounce himself or herself, but this ‘humiliation’ is not enough. We must freely and consciously adopt the way of life of the child, while continuing to live as an adult. Humiliation is not then an act of asceticism, but rather a way of life. It is not a stage to be passed through but the final goal. 


� It seems that the phrase does not come from this historical context. However the three synoptics agree in placing it here. (Mk 9,37; Lk 9,48; cf. 10,40).


� It probably does not refer to accepting orphans in the community. This is not the issue here.  Nor does it refer to the hospitality due to itinerant missionaries. (cf. Mt 10,40-42; Mk 9,37.41; Lk 9,48).


� Trilling, Mateo II 132.


� These sentences may well have been spoken by Jesus of Nazareth. In Matthew’s account, however, they reflect problems and tensions in the community. 


� Within this section, there is a shift in the conception of scandal. It begins with  scandal to others and then moves on to scandal to oneself. And in both cases, punishment follows the scandal. The scandal against a neighbor, if it obstructs his fidelity (Mt 18,6-7) is different from that caused to oneself, when one does something serious (Mt 18.8-9).


� This is a familiar motif in Matthew (Mt 5,29-30; 11,6; 15,12; 13,21.41; 15,12; 16,23; 17,27; 24,10; 26,31-32), which is not found in Mark. In Luke it appears only once Lk 17,1.


� “who believe in me” is a technical term for a Christian. (Acts 19,18; Eph 1,19; 2 Thesss 1,10). This is the only time the term appears in the synoptics (Mt 27,42/Mk 15,32), and it marks the believer as a Christian.


� The Jews used the expression "having a millstone (one that is set in motion by a mule) around the neck" (Bill I 778) as a metaphor to describe great difficulty or suffering. It was not used in connection with drowning at sea.


� Matthew uses «anagke», the same necessity che obliged Paul to preach! (cf. 1 Cor 9,16).


� Lk 17,1 says  “Temptations to sin are sure to come”


� The phrase used (woe to the man by whom the temptation comes) (Mt 18,7c), refers to the one who causes scandal. Matthew will use it again when he speaks about Judas (Mt 26,24; cf. Mk 14,21), the example synonymous with scandal that brings harm to others.





� Luke’s version insists on the joy there is at finding what was lost. Matthew emphasized the concern that motivates the search for what was lost. With the parable Jesus defended himself from the criticism that he was too friendly with publicans and sinners (Mk 2:17; Lk 15,1-2), as is clear in Luke 15, 3-7.


� The editorial introduction, which eases the transition of the narrative, is not entirely successful. Although the recipients are the same, "one of these little ones" (Mt 18,6.14), the agents, "you" (Mt 18,1.4 the disciples), and the action are different. The "you" changes from singular to plural, and "scandal" now becomes "contempt".


� It was a firm belief in the Bible that God had appointed a spirit to guard every person (Ex 23,20; Ps 91,11; Tob 3,25; Dn 3,49; 2 Mac 11,6; Acts 12,15; Heb 1,14. Cf. Bill I 781-783. II 707-708; III 437-440), but the Bible does not say elsewhere, as it does here, that it is for the defence of the weak. (cf. Acts 12,15).


� The angels who are before God, “the angels of the Face of God” (Hen[et] 40,1-10), are of a higher level (1 QSab 4,45-46; 1 QH 6,13). They were not seen as guardians of individuals (cf Tob 12,15 however) but of communities (1 Cor 11,10: Heb 12,22; Apoc 2,1-3,14; cf. 2 Mac 11,6; 15,22-23).


� An ediorial addition with no parallel in Luke. It shows the hand and the mind of Matthew.  (Mt 17,25; 21,28; 22,17.42; 26,66, cf. Jn11,56).


� Compare Lk15,4b ("What man of you, does not leave the ninety-nine… and go after the one which is lost, until he finds it?). Luke emphasizes the endless search until it is found.


� The shepherd’s reaction is so unusual and inexplicable that some have explained it as being a faulty translation from the Aramaic or that it presupposes some circumstances that are not mentioned in the parable. 


� Luke insists on the return of the sinner to the community. Matthew prefers to kep the weak one in the community. They are two ways of responding pastorally to different problems in the comunity. 


� The vocabulary is typical of Matthew and the conclusion forms an inclusion with Mt 18,10. Lk 15,7 follows the source more closely. 


� The phrase “the will of my Father” is a known Targumic expression, cfr. TgIs 53,6.10; cfr. Mt 11,26.


� In Lk 15,7 the sheep that is found is an image of the sinner who repents. Mt 18,14 identifies it with “one of these little ones”. Concern for the integrity of the life of the community is the predominant note. 


� Unlike Lk 15, where Jesus defends his own conduct by appealing to God’s way of acting (Lk 15,1-2), Matthew has Jesus asking his disciples to act in the same way as God the Shepherd. 
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