
 A Franciscan Friar once told me about the years he’d spent in Paris during the 1960s 

when he was studying for his doctorate.  While he was there, he said, in addition to his studies 

he’d also been assigned to help out at one of the parishes in the city.   

 One day a young man in his early twenties came to see him, asking to be Confirmed.  

As it happened, the Archbishop of Paris had granted the Friar faculties to confer Confirmation, 

so he was delighted to accommodate the young man. 

 There was only one problem.  Church law requires that confirmands present a 

baptismal certificate.  Since Confirmation deepens the grace of Baptism, ensuring that the 

sacrament of Baptism has been conferred only makes sense.  But in this case, that was easier 

said than done.  The young man and his family had fled to Paris from their hometown in 

Normandy after the Allied invasion in 1944.  It was a good thing they did.  Their town was 

largely destroyed in the fighting that followed D-Day.  Their parish church was left in ruins and 

its records destroyed.   

 As a result, there was no baptismal certificate to be had.  The Friar mentioned this 

offhandedly to the pastor of the parish where he was serving.  It wasn’t an unusual situation in 

post-war France, after all, and in any event Church law itself makes provisions for such 

circumstances.  But the pastor was having none of it.  “You can’t Confirm him without a 

baptismal certificate,” he said.  The fact that the certificate had been destroyed along with the 

church building that housed it made no difference.  “No certificate, no Confirmation,” the 

pastor said. 

 What to do?  “I told the young man to come to the parish about a half-hour earlier than 

his Confirmation was supposed to start,” the Friar said.  He knew the pastor would be in the 

parish office then, and at the appointed hour the Friar went to the office and made a show of 

rummaging through the file cabinets.   

 “What’re you doing?”, the pastor asked him.   
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 “I’m looking for the baptismal certificates.”   

 “What do you need them for?”, the pastor wondered, looking up at him suspiciously. 

 “Remember the young man I told you about?  The one who can’t be Confirmed without 

a baptismal certificate?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Well, he’s here today to be Confirmed, and since you say he can’t be Confirmed 

without a baptismal certificate, I’m going to baptize him first and fill out the certificate myself.” 

 “You can’t do that!”, the pastor gasped in horror.  “He’s already been baptized!” 

 “Exactly!”, the Friar responded. 

 There’s more to a sacrament than a certificate.  There’s more to faith than paperwork.  

There’s more to discipleship than simply following the rules. 

 Do these things have their place?  Of course, often an important one.  But as Jesus 

points out in the Gospel today, taken from His Sermon on the Mount, our external observance 

of the formalities of faith is no substitute for our interior conversion.   

 The audience seated before Jesus on the Mount of Beatitudes was well-acquainted 

with religious law and the requirements of ritual worship, as was Jesus Himself, of course, who 

was after all a teacher of the law.  That’s what a “rabbi” is:  in Jesus’ time and to this very day a 

rabbi is a teacher of the law, someone intimately familiar with its provisions who can render 

authoritative opinions concerning the requirements of the Torah.   

 Jesus, in true rabbinic form, begins to rehearse some of the requirements of the law.   

 You are not to kill, Jesus reminds His listeners (though this was hardly news to 

anyone).1   

 
1 Mt 5:21 (NAB) 
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 You are not to commit adultery (again, not exactly a “stop the presses!” 

pronouncement).2   

 You (you men, that is) are to give your wife a “bill of divorce,” or get, as its called in 

Hebrew, that frees her from her marriage to you should you divorce her.3  (Only men could 

initiate a divorce.)  Otherwise, by divorcing her you’re free to remarry, but without a get, she 

isn’t, He points out.  Jesus is treading on much thinner ice here, since this undoubtedly raised 

the hackles of some of the men in his audience.  The problem of “chained” women — women 

whose husbands had divorced and left their wives but without giving them a get, meaning their 

husbands were free to remarry while they were not — was a problem in Jesus’ day, and it’s still 

a problem today for many of our Jewish sisters.  In any event, Jesus goes on to say, marriage 

involves something much more important than who gets a get and who doesn’t. 

 You are to testify truthfully, good advice in Jesus’ day and in our own.  Roman and 

Jewish courts were no more amused by perjury than ours are.4 

 If that’s all Jesus wanted to say, though, He needn’t have bothered.  Everyone seated 

on the Mount that day could have recited all this themselves.   

 But that wasn’t all He wanted to say.  Notice that after reciting each of these familiar 

provisions of Mosaic law, Jesus says, “But I say to you …”, and He then goes on to discuss a 

much deeper understanding of the ends that the law is intended to serve. 

 The law may constrain you, Jesus says in effect — not a bad thing, given that not 

everyone possesses an abundance of self-restraint — but discipleship isn’t about constraint.  

Discipleship is about conversion. 

 It isn’t enough, He tells us, to make sure that we don’t murder someone.  If we want to 

be His disciples, we’re not to harbor — and still less are we to cultivate — the hatreds, 

 
2 Mt 5:27 (NAB) 
3 Mt 5:31 (NAB) 
4 Mt 5:33 (NAB) 
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animosities, and grievances we carry around with us and all too often direct at others.  We’re 

not to think in terms of “them,” but in terms of “us,” for all of us are children of Abraham.5  “For 

if you love those who love you, what recompense will you have?”, Jesus asks later in the 

Sermon on the Mount.  “Do not tax collectors do the same?  And if you greet your brothers 

only, what is unusual about that?  Do not the pagans do the same?”6   

 We’re to be mindful, too, of the many, many ways we wound each other through 

malicious speech, slander, and that perennial favorite, gossip.  In Jewish thought, in fact — as 

Jesus surely knew — these verbal sins are examples of lashon hara, an “evil tongue,” and are 

themselves regarded as a form of murder, since they assassinate the character and good 

name of others.7  Honoring the letter of the law in refraining from murdering someone is 

necessary, in other words, but it isn’t sufficient.  What’s sufficient is conversion — a heart 

infused with charity, so much so that having to constrain one’s sinful inclinations becomes a 

moot point. 

 The same is true of the other examples Jesus cites.   

 Obviously we’re to refrain from committing adulterous acts, but Jesus points out that 

there are many ways of being unfaithful, and while the law may introduce restraint, faithfulness 

— the true faithfulness of unstinting love — is a fruit of conversion. 

 Of course we’re to comply with marriage laws, Jesus says, but we can be fully 

compliant while still treating each other as chattel, still treating each other with cold 

indifference, still seeing in our spouses little more than a means toward our own ends.  We 

don’t get married so we can obey the laws of marriage; we get married to express our mutual 

love, and love, too, is a fruit of conversion. 

 
5 See Lk 19:9 (NAB) 
6 Mt 5:46-47 (NAB) 
7 Psalm 12, in fact, is a prayer of petition to be delivered from wielders of an “evil tongue,” and James, in his Letter, condemns 
lashon hara at length (see James 3:1-12). 
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 Of course we’re to testify truthfully when under oath.  There’s a cell waiting for us in the 

Franklin County jail if we don’t.  But not committing perjury, or simply telling the truth when we 

fear the consequences of being caught in our deceit, isn’t the standard to which we’re held, 

Jesus says.  We’re to be truthful all the time because we’re called in all things to be witnesses 

to the one who is truth itself, Christ the Lord.  We’re to proclaim with our lives the truth of 

grace, the grace that saves us.  We’re not to tell the truth only if we’re trying to avoid 

indictment when called to account for some shady transaction or another. 

 The necessity of conversion is the end to which the law points, as Jesus says today, 

and His standard isn’t a mere compliance with the law, but its fulfillment.8  Just as Jesus has 

come to fulfill the law, so, too, does He send us to do the same thing.  He gives us the grace to 

do it, He invites us to the conversion to do it.  The rest is up to us. 

 The Franciscan Friar knew the young man had been baptized by observing the powerful 

witness he gave to the reality of Christ in his life and by the witness of his family.  The Friar had 

seen his conversion.  He didn’t need to see his certificate. 

 “Before man are life and death, whichever he chooses shall be given him,” Sirach writes 

in today’s First Reading.9  Jesus gives us the same admonition in the Gospel.  He’s always 

giving us this teaching, this Sermon on the Mount, just as He did more than two millennia ago 

along the shore of the Sea of Galilee.   

 Some undoubtedly listened back then and took it to heart.  Some undoubtedly didn’t.  

Whatever they chose was given them. 

 Some listen today and take it to heart.  Some don't.  Whatever they choose will be 

given them.     

 
8 Mt 5:17 (NAB) 
9 Sir 15:17 (NAB) 
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 On the last day, Jesus says, He’ll separate the sheep from the goats.10  He doesn’t 

make the sheep, sheep and the goats, goats.  He simply recognizes what we’ve made of 

ourselves.  He simply recognizes whether we’ve chosen a certificate over our conversion. 

 
10 Mt 25:32 (NAB) 


