
My first solo drive after getting my driver’s license was to go get pizza from downtown Ames, Iowa - we lived in the north 
part of town - the trip was maybe four miles round trip - my mom mapped out some convoluted route so that at 
busy intersections I only went straight or turned right - so no left turns at busy intersections - she wanted me to 
succeed - plus she wanted the pizza to get back safely

I did what I was told - I followed the route - and yes, I and the pizzas made it back home safely
Rules, commandments, discipline restrict our actions for our good - rules, commandments, discipline actually give us true 

freedom
In the first reading, Moses is talking to the Israelites soon after they had escaped slavery in Egypt and were now about to 

enter the land promised to Abraham - however, soon after the speech by Moses in our first reading, the people of 
Israel rebel against God and His plan - they become afraid of the people occupying the land promised to Abraham 
and thus God has them wander in the desert for 40 years

But here in the first reading, Moses gives them statutes and decrees for living - these are the commandments that God 
expects them to follow - they are not to add or subtract from them

Moses goes on to say that other nations will hear these statutes, decrees, commandments and say, “This great nation is 
truly a wise and intelligent people” - this did indeed become true - one example is when the queen of Sheba visited 
King Solomon and was impressed by the kingdom of Israel - and I would even say not just nations, but times

One of the rules that God gave the Israelites that is talked about in the Gospel, is that they were to wash their hands 
before they ate - now this is over a 1000 BC, over 3000 years ago - there was no knowledge of bacteria, viruses, 
microorganisms - they knew that if someone was sick, they could pass the disease on to someone else if you spent 
too much time together - and yet God gave them a commandment, a rule that only within the past 100 years can 
we scientifically back up

The commandments of God gave the Israelites the tools they needed to multiply and hundreds of years later, become a 
great nation under King David

Obviously at the time of Moses, at the time of the first reading, there was not yet Christian baptism - God’s word came to 
the Israelites in the form of statutes, decrees, and commandments

As a baptized Christian, St. James in the second reading says that our baptism in Jesus Christ gives us a rebirth in the 
truth

Now we have access to the truth through the Holy Spirit residing in our souls because of our Baptism
This word of truth is a gift not just to us, but it is meant to be a gift to those around us - we are the first fruits - we are to 

share the fruits, the gifts God has given us with others
St. James says we need to humbly welcome this gift, this word of God, that has been planted in our souls at our baptism - 

why? - because it has the power to save souls



This word of God, God’s statutes, decrees, God commandments are there not just for us to hear, but to put into practice - 
St. James says that we are to be doers of the word and not just hearers only - we must put God’s commandments 
into action for our own good and the good of others

However, in Christian morality, actions are not just actions - this is because Jesus Himself teaches that actions must be 
considered in the context, the situation - now some actions are inherently wrong: rape, adultery, murder of an 
innocent person are a few examples

However, the morality of other actions depend on not just the action, but also on the means and the intention or purpose
So here in the Gospel, the Pharisees and scribes questioned Jesus because Jesus’ disciples were not washing their 

hands before they ate
Jesus reprimands them and tells them that nothing from the outside can defile a person - only things that come from 

within can defile a person - Jesus goes on to list some of these things that can can come from our hearts that defile 
a person: evil thoughts, unchastity, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, licentiousness, envy, blasphemy, 
arrogance, folly - “All these evils come from within and they defile.”

So yes, it is good to wash our hands before we eat - this way the chances of a harmful disease entering our bodies 
through the act of eating is greater reduced

However, even more important than washing hands is that we are clean on the inside, in our hearts, in our souls
Put another way, actions are important, but why we do the action is just as important, if not more important
The Pharisees and scribes often did the right thing, but they did it so as to look righteous - to appear holy - however, 

Jesus who can read souls, knows that they do this for recognition, not for the sake of holiness itself - Jesus knew 
they did not do these things out of love for God

Jesus knew that even though the Pharisees and scribes appeared holy, there was great malice and hatred in their hearts - 
this became evident during Holy Week when they demanded that Jesus be put to death

We are fallen human beings - we do sin - however, we should, with the help of the Holy Spirit, strive not to sin - we should, 
like the Pharisees and scribes, strive to do the right thing - however, unlike the Pharisees and scribes, we should 
strive to do the right thing out of love of God, neighbor, and self

So it is not good to do the wrong thing - it is better to do the right thing for the wrong reason - it is best to do the right thing 
for the right reason, again, namely, out of love of God, neighbor, and self

So commandments, rules, and discipline are good things - freedom is not the ability to do what I want when I want - if you 
reflect on this, you will realize that this definition of freedom actually leads to addictions, which is the opposite of 
freedom - true freedom is the freedom to choose to do the good

Basketball players will practice a basketball play over and over again until it becomes of mental and physical instinct - why 
doesn’t a basketball player just do whatever they want? - because by running the play the way the coach intended, 
her teammates know what she is doing and it increase the chance they will score a basket and thus have a greater 



chance of winning the game - by restricting her actions to the ones prescribed by her coach, she becomes more 
free to do her best, the best for her, the best for her team, the best for possibly winning the game

By restricting our actions to the commandments and will of God, we are setting ourselves up for the greatest possibility 
freely choosing the good - we are setting ourselves up, with the help of the Holy Spirit, of succeeding not just in this 
life, but in life eternal 

Following God’s commandments and will gives us the true freedom to choose the good, gives us the chance to live our 
best lives - by following God’s commandments out of love of God, neighbor, and self, we are not hypocrites - by 
following God’s commandments out of love of God, neighbor, and self, we don’t just do the right things, but we do 
the right thing for the right reason - by following God commandments out of love of God, neighbor, and self, we 
become true followers of Christ


