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In today’s gospel passage, Jesus tells us that our righteousness 

must surpass the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees. 

What sort of righteousness was that? We need to know, if we 

want to go beyond it.  

The scribes and Pharisees were experts when it came to 

following the letter of the Law of Moses.  In fact, they were so 

intent on doing that, that they had designed practices that would 

keep them from even coming close to doing something that 

would violate it. 

So, if one of the commandments says, “Thou shall keep holy the 

sabbath,” the scribes and Pharisees were good at identifying 

those things that would even only threaten to violate that 

commandment and make those things off limits, too.  If we want 

to keep holy the sabbath, they thought, then we ought to tell 

people that they cannot do the things they would ordinarily do 

during the week, like cook.  And so, the scribes and Pharisees 

pushed people to have their food prepared already before the 

sabbath began. 

The intentions of the scribes and Pharisees were good, but they 

had the tendency to focus on what not to do instead of what to 

do. 

Jesus recognizes that the will of God is positive.  For him, it’s 

not enough to avoid evil.  We have to strive to do the good and 

to seek after holiness first of all.  And because of that we have to 

look inside ourselves and see what sort of obstacles are there 
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that keep us from that. 

Three obstacles he names in today’s gospel are anger, lust, and 

deceit.  These all have their origins in our hearts.  And that’s 

where we have to begin to resist them. 

To be sure murder, adultery and perjury, grave actions that come 

from such roots, are all to be avoided.  But they are the worst 

actions that share the same origin as other actions that might 

escape our notice, or that we think are not that bad:  things like 

talking behind someone’s back and ruining their reputation, or 

making another person into an object of our fantasy life, or 

making ourselves out to be someone we’re not. 

The root sins can grow into all kinds of things that go against 

God’s will for us—which is always that we share in his holiness.  

The Law can help point those things out, but it will take God’s 

grace to overcome them.  And grace comes only to a heart that is 

open to it.  

That’s why Jesus tells us to pay attention not only to the things 

we actually do, but also to the things we think about doing, the 

fantasies that take up so much of our energy, and keep us from 

being open to grace and doing the things we should, like 

reaching out in charity or reconciliation. Failures to act can be 

just a sinful as acting. 

The scribes and Pharisees made the mistake of thinking that it 

was all about actions.  Jesus tells them and us that, first and 

foremost, it’s about what’s going on in our hearts. 
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A long time ago a man came to me for confession who was 

really upset.  He told me that he had been so angry with another 

person that he had gone so far as to offer money to someone to 

kill him.  Luckily, he came to his senses before matters went that 

far.  

 But the experience really shook him up.  He had come face-to-

face with the evil lurking in his heart, and he recognized that he 

needed to turn his life around.  It’s easy for us to recognize that, 

even though, he didn’t actually go through with what he 

intended, he did need conversion and a change of heart.  He 

needed to turn his ship around and change course.  And when he 

realized that, God’s grace and mercy became available to him. 

Now, put that example up next to the man who comes to 

confession and begins, “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.  It’s 

been one year since my last confession.  I really haven’t done 

anything wrong, Father, nothing that big, but I want the grace of 

the sacrament, so here I am.” 

Those confessions happen.  And when they do, I always get the 

feeling that, as far as the person’s spiritual life goes, he’s like a 

ship that’s dead in the water.  And that worries me.  For the 

person who’s really not in touch with what’s going on in his 

heart, there’s no telling what he’s actually doing that he simply 

discounts as not being that important to warrant a change in 

course.  We can overlook a lot, and do so at our own peril. 

Today we can pray that the Holy Spirit, who reigns in our hearts, 
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can heal us of anything, in our hearts or in our actions, that is not 

in harmony with Him and God’s will, so that we may be truly 

righteous in God’s eyes—the only eyes that really matter. 


