
FIRST READING: Isaiah 1:10, 16-20 
 
A reading from the Book of the Prophet Isaiah: 
 
 Hear the word of the LORD, princes of Sodom! Listen to the instruction of our God, people 
of Gomorrah! Wash yourselves clean! Put away your misdeeds from before my eyes; cease 
doing evil; learn to do good. Make justice your aim: redress the wronged, hear the orphan’s 
plea, defend the widow. Come now, let us set things right, says the LORD: 
Though your sins be like scarlet, they may become white as snow; Though they be crimson red, 
they may become white as wool. If you are willing, and obey, you shall eat the good things of 
the land; But if you refuse and resist, the sword shall consume you: for the mouth of the LORD 
has spoken! 
 
The word of the Lord. 
 
RESPONSORIAL: Psalm 50:8-9, 16bc-17, 21 and 23 
To the upright I will show the saving power of God. 
 
“Not for your sacrifices do I rebuke you, for your burnt offerings are before me always. I take 
from your house no bullock, no goats out of your fold.” 
To the upright I will show the saving power of God. 
 
“Why do you recite my statutes, and profess my covenant with your mouth, Though you hate 
discipline and cast my words behind you?” 
To the upright I will show the saving power of God. 
 
“When you do these things, shall I be deaf to it? Or do you think that I am like yourself? I will 
correct you by drawing them up before your eyes. He that offers praise as a sacrifice glorifies 
me; and to him that goes the right way I will show the salvation of God.” 
To the upright I will show the saving power of God. 
 
GOSPEL: Matthew 23:1-12 
 
+ A reading from the holy Gospel according to Matthew: 
 
 Jesus spoke to the crowds and to his disciples, saying, “The scribes and the Pharisees have 
taken their seat on the chair of Moses. Therefore, do and observe all things whatsoever they 
tell you, but do not follow their example. For they preach but they do not practice. They tie up 
heavy burdens hard to carry and lay them on people’s shoulders, but they will not lift a finger to 
move them. All their works are performed to be seen. They widen their phylacteries and 
lengthen their tassels. They love places of honor at banquets, seats of honor in synagogues, 
greetings in marketplaces, and the salutation ‘Rabbi.’ As for you, do not be called ‘Rabbi.’ You 
have but one teacher, and you are all brothers. Call no one on earth your father; you have but 
one Father in heaven. Do not be called ‘Master’; you have but one master, the Christ. The 
greatest among you must be your servant. Whoever exalts himself will be humbled; but 
whoever humbles himself will be exalted.” 
 
The Gospel of the Lord. 
 



Reflection for the 2nd Tuesday of Lent 
 
The book of Isaiah the Prophet spans sixty six chapters and almost two hundred years. The text 
varies in content and style and covers three time periods. The first is time before the Kingdom 
of Israel and Judah were over run and destroyed by northern and foreign empires. The second 
is the time of captivity and Diaspora of God’s people within those empires. The third is the time 
just before the remnant of Judah returned to their homeland. The book of Genesis is noted for 
characters that lived for centuries. By the time of Isaiah people had normal life spans. There 
were three separate Isaiahs who produced the book of Isaiah. There was Isaiah the prophet, 
Second Isaiah and Third Isaiah. 
 
Today’s passage was written by Isaiah in the time before Assyria and Babylon attacked. Isaiah 
was astute in knowing current events and devout in discerning God’s Word. His message dealt 
directly with political, social and religious life. A threat was coming that would bring war, 
destruction, death and captivity. He told people to prepare by reforming their lives. Perhaps 
repentance and reformation would avert disaster. If people listened to the truth of Isaiah’s 
preaching, we don’t know. Human nature has not changed much in the thousands of years 
between the present and Isaiah’s past. There are still people in our time who don’t keep social 
distance or wear masks. I suspect that people denied the stern truth of Isaiah’s message in the 
same way people deny truth today. 
 
In any event, the people of Israel and Judah were overwhelmed and carried into Diaspora 
despite Isaiah’s preaching. One may say that in their refusal to listen to God’s Word, God 
punished them for their lack of reform. Death, destruction and exile seem to be over-kill on 
God’s part. I prefer another approach. God’s presence is not just in good times. Holiness is 
possible in times of trial. God’s gifts are not always pleasant and not appreciated by all. There is 
a prayer I know that may illuminate my point. “I prayed for health to do more things. I was 
given infirmity so that I may do better things. We can know God’s presence at the birth of a 
new baby. We can also know God’s presence at the death of a beloved of ours. God has no 
barriers into our lives. 
 
Scarlet and crimson red are brilliant colors. Isaiah compares them to the blatantness of our sins. 
Yet the grace of God can transform them to be white as snow and wool. God transforms sinners 
to those justified by God’s grace. Whereas the Diaspora was painful for those who were 
captives, faith in God spread from Palestine to the known world. God accompanied God’s 
people. Judaism is, today, a world religion and the origin of Christianity and Islam. Despite the 
pain and hardship the individual people experienced, God’s will prevailed. 
 
Painful things happened to good people. Painful things happen to us. We can discern God’s 
presence while in pain for in those experiences we live by faith. Faith allows us to see in 
another way. The compassion of God comes through the compassion of those around us. We 
live by God’s grace; here we are. When we die, God calls us into eternity. Faith in Jesus is all we 
need. We can trust, as did Isaiah and the Jewish people, in God’s Word. 
 
The Responsorial told us that God shows the upright saving power. Who is upright? We stand 
upright on two feet but we are all sinners who need God’s salvation and forgiveness of our sins. 
It is a misnomer to call us upright. God’s grace uplifts sinners to be more than we can be. 
Uprightness apart from God is self righteousness. The great stumbling block for living a faithful 
and good life is self righteousness. Sinners in turning to God for forgiveness rely on God’s 



righteousness. It is through our sins that we come to experience the saving power of God. 
Because God forgives us, we can forgive one another. 
 
Who were these nasty Scribes and Pharisees? Why does Jesus tell us not to be like them? 
Scribes were well educated and literate people. They were those who copied the texts of 
scripture. Scripture and Scribe have the same root word. The Latin word for “to write” is 
“scribere.” They knew the scriptures and Law of Moses. I write these reflections on a 
computer’s word processor. The scribes wrote with pen and ink. My handwriting verges on 
illegibility. Their handwriting had to be precise to ensure that scriptures remained consistent. 
Most likely, in the time of Jesus, they could speak several languages too. The bible was written 
in Hebrew. The local language was Aramaic. Many people spoke Greek. The Roman occupiers 
spoke Latin. Jerusalem was a place for pilgrims who came from many different countries and 
spoke many other languages. The scribes also acted as translators. 
 
Through transcribing the Law and the Prophets, scribes could act as biblical theologians. They 
could also act as Lawyers. They could interpret the meaning of the scriptures for people and put 
Law into practice for people’s lives. Scribes were a special group of learned men. They were set 
apart by their knowledge of language and literacy. Jesus wanted them to be set apart by their 
service of God and God’s people. 
 
Pharisees were members of a religious movement. We know of several religious movements in 
Jesus time. They were all adherents of Judaism but, like our many Christian denominations 
today, held divergent beliefs, had different practices and had varied ways to practice Judaism. 
Google will supply information on them. Pharisees believed in eternal life and resurrection of 
the dead in the Messianic Age. They practiced a strict interpretation and practice of Mosaic 
Law. We may think of them as members of the clergy but they were more of a grass-roots 
movement. There may have been some Rabbis among them but by and large they were, what 
we call, laity. They were also very ethnocentric and nationalistic. Sometimes they lacked 
flexibility in living their faith. The Law of Moses had at its foundation the love of God. However, 
there were six hundred some laws that people had to follow to be faithful. Jesus saw 
faithfulness as a gift from God. Doing what was right springs out of a person’s faith and God’s 
love. 
 
Each time I read Jesus critique of the Scribes and Pharisees, I cringe. People never call me 
Rabbi, but they do call me father, teacher and reverend. I wear vestments at mass and a black 
suit and Roman collar when I work. At special functions, sometimes I have to sit at a head table. 
As a parish priest people come to know me and greet me in the stores, restaurants and on the 
street when they meet me. I always remember Jesus’ words. Priesthood is special and my 
priesthood is a gift. As a priest, though, I am first a human being and always a sinner. God 
doesn’t love me or listen to me more because I am a priest. God listens to me and loves me like 
God loves us all; as a beloved child. Each human being, each of us is created in God’s image and 
likeness. Each human person is beloved of God. It is important to remember who each of us is, 
in God’s eyes. 
 
What is humility? What is exaltation? As I said, each of us is God’s beloved son or daughter. We 
are brothers and sisters of Jesus and one another. True humility comes in the acceptance of 
who we are as persons. We all have strengths, intelligence, talents and good looks. We all have 
flaws, weaknesses, blind spots, and are capable to be nasty. Humility embraced both the gifts 
and liabilities. To know just one side or the other is not the complete picture of our human 



identities. There is a vision of the human person that can be found within Transactional 
Analysis. The theory of human behavior was put forth in the book by Thomas A. Harris, “I’m OK; 
You’re OK.” It works like this. In our interactions with others we can make some presumptions. I 
can assume that I’m OK and you are not. It shows my own low self image. I have to degrade you 
to become OK. I can also assume that I’m not OK and you are. Conversely this shows that I have 
a high self image. I degrade myself to make you look good. These behaviors are based on 
abasement and aggrandizement, a false sense of self. The better approach is to assume that 
both of us are OK. From a religious point of view, this shows the truth that you and I are 
beloved of God. God is within you and within me. We can see and know it. 
 
I remember when I took a workshop in this theory. I asked the presenter how one, specifically I, 
can feel OK when full of self doubt. He responded, “Simple, fake it until you make it.” He was 
right. From the perspective of the gospel, the love of God makes us worthy. Everybody has self 
doubts even if they don’t show it. In this we can be sure for we share a common humanity as 
we share the life of God.  
 
Humility is an honest assessment of who we are as people. Humility incorporates our gifts and 
liabilities onto our one self. When I am strong, I sit on God’s shoulders. When I am weak, I can 
rely on God’s strength. When I sin, I can turn to God for forgiveness. Humility and self 
acceptance are gifts of God. Self exaltation is self delusion for I forget, in those moments, that 
God is the source of my strength. This is a paraphrase of the words of St. Augustine. All our 
works depend on the grace of God. We work, though, as if it depends all on us. It is God, not us, 
who pulls the illusion off. Self abasement is false humility and is based on shame and 
humiliation. They deny the efficacy of God’s infinite, eternal and unconditional love. 
 
Living our faith will always be a challenge. It is never an easy path. We know the pitfalls we find 
in life. We also know where our skeletons are buried. We like to hide our weaknesses and we 
put a good foot forward. God loves us despite our flaws. God’s love is the source of our lives, 
faith and forgiveness. In remembering God, we know that God guides us in love, compassion 
and mercy. Jesus took our weaknesses, pains and sins to the cross and died for us. Our 
strengths and weaknesses give glory to God. 
 
James D. Beath 
March 2, 2021 


