
As you know, I went to major seminary in Detroit at Sacred Heart Major Seminary - while I was studying there, there was 
another seminarian from our diocese - so we would often travel back and forth together between Detroit and 
Minnesota for the holidays

One time we were coming back and the other guy was driving - we were going through some construction in Chicago - the 
speed limit sign in the construction zone said 45 mph…so that’s what he did - he went 45 mph - I thought we were 
going to die - I was sure we were going to get rear ended - car were zooming by us at 70 mph

Sometimes the letter of the law isn’t enough - sometimes we have to be more mature and ask what is the spirit of the law
In the first reading, God gave a bunch of commandments to the people of Israel - God asks to them to observe them 

carefully and fully
God says that following them will give evidence to the other nations of Israel’s wisdom and intelligence
For example, one of them was to stay away from the community if you had touched blood - after some time, you were 

allowed back into the community - now back in 800 B.C. they had no knowledge of microorganisms and that 
microorganisms can be diseases that can be passed on by exposure to blood - and yet God gave them laws that 
only 20th century medicine would fully understand - contained in the Jewish law is most definitely wisdom and 
intelligence

Looking forward 800 years to the time of Jesus, the Jewish leaders had taken the laws, the commandments God gave to 
Moses and the Israelites and added things to it, so much so that it was impossible to follow

They had forgotten the reason why God gave the law or the command - Jesus accuses them of honoring God with their 
lips and not with their hearts - they were saying one thing and doing another

Jesus calls them on this in today’s Gospel - Jesus’ disciples were eating without washing their hands - again, something 
God had probably asked for - this would have been especially important as you are wondering around the desert 
for 40 years - it is still important and good to wash your hands before you eat, but I have to admit, I know it is not 
sanitary, but I don’t always wash my hands before I eat some yummy Doritos

The Pharisees also complained that Jesus’ disciples did not purify themselves after going to the market - this would have 
been another good idea since they didn’t have shrink wrap - the meat and other things would have just been out in 
the open

Jesus quotes Isaiah and accuse them of teaching human traditions as if they were divine teachings
Jesus says they are disregarding God’s commandments, but clinging to human traditions
Now some human traditions are good things
This verse is sometimes used against Catholic by Protestants - they say the Catholic Church has added many rules and 

commandments to the Jesus’ simple message of love and forgiveness contained in the Bible - they say the rules of 
the Catholic Church are human traditions and not the commandments of God - things like having to go to Mass 
every weekend, having to go to Confession once a year



Again, they think all they need is God, the Holy Spirit, and the Bible
But what does the Bible really say about traditions?
In St. Paul’s second letter to the Thessalonians, chapter 2, verse 15, St. Paul writes - “Therefore, brothers, stand firm and 

hold fast to the traditions that you were taught, either by an oral statement or by a letter of ours.”
So not everything is written down - some truths and good traditions were passed on orally - they would not have been 

written down - they would not be in the Bible - they would have been passed on orally from one believer to the next
So then, how do we know whose traditions are given to us by God and which are from men?
Again, we can turn to St. Paul - in his first letter to St. Timothy, chapter 3, verse 15, St. Paul writes - “But if I should be 

delayed, you should know how to behave in the household of God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar 
and foundation of truth.” - so the Church, not the Bible, the Church is the pillar and foundation of truth

Now, don’t get me wrong - the Bible is the Word of God - it is inerrant in it’s teachings on faith and morals - just remember 
the Church came first - the New Testament part of the Bible was written by the first Christians - The list of books, 
the canon, of the Bible wasn’t firmly established until the 4th century, several hundred years after Jesus had 
ascended back to the God the Father

Also, in Matthew 16:19, when Jesus gives Peter the keys to the Kingdom of God, to heaven, Jesus promises Peter that 
the gates of hell shall not prevail against the Church, the Catholic Church, which Jesus established on Peter, the 
Rock, the first pope - this means in the matters of faith and moral, the Church will not teach error

Yes, the Catholic Church is full of sinners, even the leaders are sinners - but that doesn’t change the Truth of Catholic 
Church’s teachings - we know and trust that they are the teachings of God

Maybe an example would help - indulgences were and are a good thing - the pope still puts out a list of things you can do, 
visit holy sites and other such things, that if done with a sincere heart, with going to Confession, one can receive a 
partial or a full remittence of the reparation of sin - however, tying them to the paying of money, yeah, not so good - 
this was one of the abuses Martin Luther complained about in his 95 Thesis in 1517 in Germany - so the teaching 
of indulgences is good, but the selling of them, not so good - so indulgences is the teachings of God - the selling of 
indulgences, the teachings of humans

Jesus, in the Gospel, goes on to say that nothing that enters one from outside can defile that person; but the things that 
come out from within are what defile

He says that it is from the heart, from within, that come evil thoughts, unchastity, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, 
deceit, licentiousness, envy, blasphemy, arrogance, folly

All these evils come from within and defile
Jesus is asking us, what is the motivation for our actions - do our actions come out of a desire to love God and to love our 

neighbor? - Or do they come out of selfish evil desires? - even good actions can be done for the wrong reason - 
some would argue, in our fallen sinful nature, we can’t completely get away from selfish desires



When we are faced with decisions, do we choose to do it God’s way or our own way?
God created us - all God wants is for us to love Him back and to be free to live the life He gave us to the full - in our fallen 

nature, in some ways we are all addicts - in some ways we are all addicted to sin - an alcoholic, before they get 
help, cannot live life to the full - their addiction to alcohol prevents them from living in reality - God gave us 
commandments to free us of our addiction to sin and to give us the grace to live in reality, to live life to the full - God 
gave us commandments for our good; not just to make us feel guilty

But God doesn’t want us to follow with just out of a sense of duty - He wants us to follow His commandments out of love - 
sometimes a child doesn’t fully understand, but the child does what the parent asks because they love and trust 
their mom or dad - we too should be like this with God - since God loves us and only wants what is best for us, we 
should obey God and His commandments

Stealing from Christopher West, I’m free to play the piano however I want - I do not know very much about notes, music, 
theory - nor do I have a very good sense of rhythm - I don’t know very much about posture or hand positions - I am 
free to play the piano however I want - and yet would you pay to hear me play? - most definitely not 

However, a concert pianist is “restricted” by music theory, by chords, by posture, hand positions, years and years of 
practice and discipline - so they are not free by the modern sense of the word - however, because of these 
restrictions, they free in the traditional sense - the restrictions, the years of practice, following the rules, gives them 
the freedom to play beautifully - we call this the freedom for excellence

A student is free to be their best because they put in the study time - the athlete is free to play their best come game time 
because they have put in the time in practice

The same is true in our lives as a whole - the more we follow God, the more we are free from sin - the more we are free 
from sin, the more we are free to live life to the full

God doesn’t want us to just give lip service to Him - Jesus accused the Pharisees of honoring God with their lips, but not 
in their hearts

James in the second reading warns us to be doers of the word and not hearers only
So we have made the decision (or your parents made it for you) to come to Mass today - we have made that action - may 

our actions the rest of week be actions of love, love for God and others - the rest of the week, may we not just hear 
the word of God, but we do the word of God


