
 

 

Sometimes we can be oblivious to the impacts of sin, and two things can 

happen. The first is we can ignore it in our lives and minimize it, thinking its 

private, no one has to know about it, that it won’t hurt anyone else so 

what’s the big deal. The second is with respect to others, we can 

sometimes say it’s none of our business and do nothing about it to try to 

help the person, save maybe making the situation worse by gossiping 

about it or airing out frustrations on social media. But what if we took a 

different approach? What if we opened up our eyes a bit, and realized that 

we all have the power to get involved and truly change someone’s life for 

the better?  

 

Peter Spelke, now an adult who is a speaker and spends time doing prison 

ministry, and at the age of 14, he met someone who he thought was 

someone he’d have to spend the next few years of high school hiding from. 

 

At the age of 14, he was sent to Cheshire Academy, which is a boarding 

school for boys who had problems at home. For him, it was an alcoholic 

mother who had torn apart her family due to her dysfunctional behavior. 

After her parents divorced, he would baby-sit – his mother – until his dad 

and a school headmaster decided that a boarding school that excelled in 



 

 

sports (and was a good distance from his mother’s) would be a good 

choice.  

 

At orientation in his freshman year, the last man to speak was the head 

disciplinarian, Fred O’Leary (not his actual name, as it was changed in the 

story to protect his identity), a man with whom you did not want to mess. 

He was a former All-American football player at Yale, and very large. Peter 

describes him as having jowls and a huge neck, resembling the Yale 

mascot of the bulldog. As he moved his large frame to the microphone to 

speak, Peter recalls everyone being quiet. An upper classman next to Peter 

said, “Kid, don’t ever let this man see you. Cross the street or whatever. 

Just don’t let this man know that you exist!” 

 

The speech that followed seemed to re-affirm this as a prudent plan of 

action. Mr. O’Leary got right to the point: “Don’t, I repeat, don’t go off 

campus, don’t smoke, don’t drink. No contact with town girls. If you break 

these rules, there will be (heck) to pay, plus I will personally kick your (butt)!  

(Language changed for the purpose of the homily to be G rated). Peter 

reflected that just when he thought the speech was over, he spoke in a 



 

 

lower tone, “If you ever have any problems, the door to my office is open to 

you.” It was this last statement that stuck in his mind.  

 

As the school year wore on, his mom’s drinking worsened. She would call 

him in his dorm at all hours of the day and night, her words slurred. She 

begged him to drop out and move back home with her. She promised that 

she would quit drinking and they could go to Florida on vacation, and made 

other promises. He loved her, and so it was hard for her to say no to her 

and have his insides turn upside-down with each call. He felt guilt, shame 

and confusion as to what to do. And so he decided to do the unthinkable: to 

take Mr. O’Leary up on his offer.  

 

It was in freshman English one afternoon where he was thinking about the 

call he got from his mom the night before and his emotions got the better of 

him. He began to get emotional in class, and so asked the teacher to be 

excused to see Mr. O’Leary. The professor offered to help, but Peter knew 

where he needed to go.  

 

The office was a large lobby in the main hall. The door to his office had a 

big glass pane so you could see inside. Whenever someone was in serious 



 

 

trouble, he’d pull them inside his office, shut the door and lower the window 

shade. Often he could be heard yelling, “You were seen smoking behind 

the town fire station last night with another guy and that town girl from the 

coffee shop.” Things would not be good for that poor soul, Peter reflected.  

 

Taking his place in line, one of the other boys asked Peter what he had 

done wrong. He told the other boy “nothing,” to which all present told him 

that he must be crazy and that he had to get out right away. But he says he 

could think of nowhere else to go.  

 

Finally, it was Peter’s turn to go into the office. Mr. O’Leary’s office door 

opened and he was staring straight into the jowls of discipline. Peter 

reflects that he was shaking and feeling foolish, but he had a crazy hunch 

that something or someone had put him in front of this man, the most 

feared on campus. He looked up and their eyes met.  

 

“What are you here for?” he barked. 

 

Peter told him in a stammering voice that at orientation, he said his door 

was open if anyone had a problem. Mr. O’Leary then told him to come in 



 

 

and pointed to a big green arm chair as he pulled the shade down over the 

door. He walked behind his desk and looked at him.  

 

Peter looked up, and as he opened his mouth, the tears ran down his face. 

He said,  

 

“My mother is an alcoholic. She gets drunk and calls me on the phone. She 

wants me to quit school and move home. I don’t know what to do. I’m 

scared, afraid. Please don’t think I’m crazy or a fool.” 

 

He buried his head in his knees and began to get even more emotional. He 

didn’t even hear the large, ex-athlete move quietly from behind his desk, 

come around and stand beside him in the chair. As he put it, he was one of 

God’s lost children in a dark, cold place.  

 

It was then that it happened, a miracle, he puts it, that God makes happen 

through people. Mr. O’Leary’s large hand touched his shoulder and his 

thumb rested on his neck.  

 



 

 

Softly, the man he had feared so much said “Son, I know how you feel. You 

see, I’m an alcoholic, too. I will do everything I can to help you and your 

mother. I will have my friends in Alcoholics Anonymous make contact with 

her today.” 

 

As he looks back on this moment in his life, Peter reflected that in that 

instant, he had a moment of clarity. He knew things were going to get 

better, and he was no longer scared. In his words, “With his hands resting 

on my shoulder, I felt I had been touched by God, by Christ, by Moses. 

Faith, Hope and Love became real to me for the first time. I could see 

them, taste them, and I was filled with faith, hope and love for everyone 

around me. The most feared man on campus became my secret friend, 

and I checked in with him religiously, once a week. Whenever I passed his 

table at lunch, I got a quick glance and a friendly wink. My heart soared 

with pride that this feared man of discipline took such a gentle, loving 

interest in me. I reached out and, in my moment of need, he was there.”  

 

There’s a key word in our first reading this week: “watchman.” The Lord 

says to Ezekiel “You, son of man, I have appointed watchman for the 

house of Israel; when you hear me say anything, you shall warn them for 



 

 

me.” Ezekiel is a prophet, and God wants him to challenge the Israelites for 

losing their way. Saint Paul in our second reading from Romans says we 

are to “love our neighbor,” and our Gospel is all about helping someone 

find the right path again when someone sins. Lest we think I’m not a 

prophet like in the Old Testament, we have to remember to love someone 

is to will their good, and all of us through our baptism are a priest, prophet 

and king. We are called to support one another, but also to challenge one 

another. It’s because there are moral absolutes; it’s not just what morals 

work for me might not work for you. That’s called moral relativism. It works 

if we’re talking about how to cook a steak, or where to go on vacation, or 

likes and dislikes, but not with our morality. As Peter’s story illustrates, 

there is no such thing as private sin; his mother’s drinking was destroying 

her, but it destroyed her marriage and also was hurting her son. Just as a 

disease in a body spreads from one organ to the other, the same is true for 

sin. However, the antidote is love. Because his teacher was serious not just 

about being disciplinarian of the student body at the school, but about 

helping others, he was able to help Peter and and his mom break free from 

the poison of her addiction. It of course doesn’t come easy. It is costly and 

challenging, but something we are called to do. So what does it look like?  

 



 

 

Notice what it doesn’t look like. Not the Minnesota passive aggressive way 

of telling a third party in hopes it gets back to the person. And not using 

social media to complain about a person. Rather it involves direct contact 

with the person, along with some help from others along the way. 

 

The first step Jesus says, go and tell your brother his fault, you and him 

alone. It’s against our instinct as especially if we are the one wronged, we 

may go and tell everyone else and vent but not confront the person 

offending us. But finding a place of privacy where you can have a 

conversation and a one-on-one is important. So is listening to the other 

person’s side of the story. If you are the one wronged, see if you can find a 

resolution. Maybe you aren’t the one wronged, but you (and maybe others) 

have become aware the person is struggling with alcoholism, gambling, 

sexual sins, or isn’t treating their spouse or kids as lovingly as they should 

because they are verbally abusive in public at school or sporting events. 

Whatever it might be, I think in such situations affirming that you love the 

person, listening to them, having a conversation with them, but also, out of 

love, pointing out to them what it’s doing to them and others can be eye 

opening to them. By meeting them in private in a safe environment it says 

you care about this person. Sure, they might be defensive at first, but it 



 

 

might cause them to think. And I think for parents, this is especially true. A 

wise parent isn’t governed by emotions, but out of love explains to a child 

what they did wrong while affirming their love for them, and while there may 

be a consequence, in time the child comes to learn from their actions 

because the parent wants their child to grow. Well all of us are still growing, 

and we need that involvement from one another.  

Jesus then says if that doesn’t work, get a few people together.  

 

Sometimes it can be more impactful when we have more than one person 

to tell us what is going on and what we need to address. A person might 

say “you’re just wrong, you don’t know what you’re talking about,” but then 

when a couple of more people are involved, it’s harder for them to deny it. It 

can help the truth to be realized. Here, we find people who we know won’t 

judge the person or gossip about them, but are trusting people who can 

help them hopefully see the light. 

 

Then, Jesus says if that does not work, involve the Church. Remember, at 

the time of this Gospel the Church consisted of small house-type churches. 

Saint Joseph’s is not launching a section on our website to publicly call out 

those who have wronged us. I think on the one hand it can  be helpful to 



 

 

cite Church teachings about why something is wrong, but if you remember 

the show “Intervention” that was on A&E, it involved a group of people 

coming together to confront a person. Sometimes one or two isn’t enough. 

Sometimes a person has to hear from multiple people in a family or a circle 

of friends how their actions have impacted each of them in different ways. 

When they hear things like how they have changed, what they did to others 

through their action or inaction, or how someone they love is really 

concerned about them, that ultimately might be enough to get them to take 

the steps they need to take to be liberated from their sin. 

 

Lastly, let’s not forget about ourselves. All of us are sinners, and 

sometimes we can fall into something and not even think about it. When 

someone comes to us and challenges us out of love, let’s hear them out. 

Yes, they could be wrong. And we could be wrong or misread a situation 

too. But maybe that person is just trying to help us grow in grace, and what 

a great thing if someone truly loves us so they are willing to say to us not 

just “have a great day” but “we need to talk, do you have a moment?” and 

helps us find true spiritual growth. 

 



 

 

Notice how the Gospel ends, Jesus says treat them like a gentile or tax 

collector. This does not mean abandon them. For as we know Jesus goes 

to the gentiles and tax collectors; the author of the Gospel, Matthew, is a 

reformed tax collector. The point is keep at it. Never give up. Rabbi 

Jonathan Sacks retells of an 18/19th century Hassidic rabbi. Rabbi Yitzhak 

saw a fellow Jew smoking on the sabbath, something forbidden. The rabbi 

asked the Jew whether he had forgotten what day it was. The response 

was, “No,” he knew what day it was. The rabbi then asked whether he had 

forgotten that smoking was forbidden on the sabbath. The response was 

again, “No,” he knew it was forbidden. The rabbi then asked that surely his 

mind was elsewhere when he lit the cigarette, but he received the reply that 

he knew exactly what he was doing. Rabbi Yitzhak, we are told, ‘turned his 

eyes upwards to heaven and said, “Sovereign of the universe, who is like 

Your people Israel? I give this man every chance, and still he cannot tell a 

lie! ’”Rabbi Yitzhak, concerned by the waywardness of one of his own, a 

fellow Jew, could find something good in his neighbor, some common 

ground to keep him close, even though his behavior presumably offended 

and upset him. When we correct our brother, we have to also see the good 

in them and affirm them. We remind them we love them, and of the many 

good things we do. We also show patience with them, and remember that 



 

 

even if they don’t instantly change, when we pray for them, talk to them, 

and set a good example, the mustard seeds are planted and eventually a 

changed person can emerge.  

 

Sin as we all know is ugly. And so many people suffer in silence; either 

from the sins of another person, or have a part of their lives they feel they 

can’t share with anyone but do not know how to break free of it; or they 

cover it up and dismiss it. But not getting involved isn’t an option. Mr. 

O’Leary might have had a lot of bark, but it wasn’t to scare, it was because 

he loved his students. Jesus loves us too, and tells us to love one another 

as He has loved us. That certainly means doing acts of kindness, but it also 

means being a watchman. So let our eyes be opened to the poison of sin in 

our souls and in the souls of one another, and let us not fear being like 

Peter, turning our pains and hidden things over to the God who is love, and 

also not fear being like Mr. O’Leary, knowing that when we get involved in 

someone’s life because like us they are part of the body of Christ, we can 

truly do so much to bring them back and set them free from the prison of 

sin by helping them to see it and overcome it. Such is the liberating power 

of God’s grace and mercy, may we be open to receiving it, and also be a 



 

 

true watchman and prophet who helps a wayward brother or sister re-

discover how much they are loved by God.  

 

 


