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The gospel selection today touches on the complicated relationship between the Law of Moses 

and the Law of Christ, between OT morality and NT morality.  So it's a bit hard to understand, 

even harder to preach about.  But there are a few key points it makes about morality that bear 

emphasizing:  it's a gospel that liberates, that guides, and that challenges.   

 

First of all, this is a gospel that liberates.  It liberates, because it locates morality in the human 

heart, and thereby shows that our ultimate destiny lies in our hands.  Many people are concerned 

about whether they are moral folks, that is, whether they really are the people they ought to be, 

whether they are good people who are doing the right thing.  More religiously-minded folks 

frame this concern in terms of their standing with God--are they "saved", are they "in a state of 

grace", are they headed to heaven or hell?  While this sort of question is of great importance, 

people's answers to it may be distorted by external influences.  For example, one dreadful 

consequence of sexual abuse is that some victims experience a sense of shame over what has 

been done to them.  They wrongly feel guilty for what has occurred.  So an essential step in the 

healing process requires overcoming these misplaced notions of fault for what has happened.  

Today's Scriptural passage is relevant to this dilemma.  The Lord teaches his disciples about the 

true nature of purity and goodness.  His opponents, the Pharisees, were overly concerned with 

washing hands before meals; they feared that people might be sinning by taking food w/o doing 

so.  Setting hygienic concerns aside, the Lord points out that it is not what enters us from the 

outside that defiles, but what comes from within us.  To illustrate this, the Lord cites several 

instances of voluntary actions as examples of immorality.  The essence of morality stands in 

having a clean heart, rather than clean hands.  By extension, we could say that it is not what 

happens to us--be it misfortune, ill health, crime, etc.--it's not what happens to us that makes us 

good or evil, but what we freely choose to do.  Those things that come from the outside can 

never stain our souls.  Jesus teaches us that God will never reject us because of what has been 

done to us.  Rather, his own Son has chosen to identify in a special way with all victims by 

becoming a victim himself on the altar of the cross.  This is a liberating gospel.  It is liberating 

because it teaches that whether we are good or evil in God's sight is ultimately our choice.   

 

This gospel which liberates is also a gospel which guides and challenges.  For the Lord does 

specify certain actions emanating from within as actions which defile.  This is a guide, for it 

shows that there are certain choices which of their very nature are incapable of achieving good:  

adultery, theft, murder, etc.  Authentic disciples must realize that these sorts of choices are to be 

always excluded.  Lest we think this too obvious to mention, let's consider the elaborate 

rationalizations put forward nowadays for just a couple of these practices.  Adultery, that is, 

relations by a husband or wife w/ another to whom they are not married, has been proposed in 

certain circles as ethically ok.  Adultery, they say, is a better way to find fulfillment for the 

aspirations of the human heart than is provided within the limits of a monogamous union, esp. 



when the marriage in question is a failure by many human measures.  Murder, that is, the 

intentional destruction of the life of an innocent human being, is proposed as a solution to 

situations where the life in question is burdensome to oneself or others.  So assisted suicide and 

euthanasia have been touted as ways to eliminate the sufferings endured and imposed by the 

handicapped, the terminally ill, etc.  So abortion, that is, the intentional destruction of the life of 

an unborn human being, has been defended as the best way to eliminate the problem of a 

pregnancy which is unplanned and unwanted.  My dear people, our Lord's teaching on these 

matters is clear, and it has been made even clearer over the centuries through its explication and 

defense by his Church.  These actions are evil and they defile those who perpetrate them.  That 

is, it's a not like these prohibitions on adultery and murder are simply taboos lingering on from a 

superstitious age that forward thinking spirits can dispense with in the course of erecting a more 

advanced civilization.  Rather, these actions are condemned by Christ because they are 

intrinsically evil--they pollute the human heart, separate people from God, and pervert relations 

among human beings.   

 

My brothers and sisters, our Gospel, for all its hard sayings, is good news of liberation for all 

people.  For it liberates us from falsehood, that is, false notions about good and evil.  It is a light 

that guides disciples in the ways of authentic love and compassion and enables them to build up 

a society which is founded on justice and blessed by enduring peace.   Let's pray that our hearts 

will be open to receive and embrace the good news of Jesus Christ so that we can better build up 

God's kingdom in the world.   


