
Reflection for the 22nd Sunday of the Year 
 
FIRST READING: Deuteronomy 4:1-2, 6-8 
 
A reading from the Book of Deuteronomy: 
 
 Moses said to the people: "Now, Israel, hear the statutes and decrees which I am teaching 
you to observe, that you may live, and may enter in and take possession of the land which the 
LORD, the God of your fathers, is giving you.  In your observance of the commandments of the 
LORD, your God, which I enjoin upon you, you shall not add to what I command you nor 
subtract from it. Observe them carefully, for thus will you give evidence of your wisdom and 
intelligence to the nations, who will hear of all these statutes and say, 'This great nation is truly 
a wise and intelligent people.' For what great nation is there that has gods so close to it as the 
LORD, our God, is to us whenever we call upon him? Or what great nation has statutes and 
decrees that are as just as this whole law which I am setting before you today?" 
 
The word of the Lord. 
 
RESPONSORIAL: Psalm 15:2-3, 3-4, 4-5 
One who does justice will live in the presence of the Lord. 
 
Whoever walks blamelessly and does justice; who thinks the truth in his heart and slanders not 
with his tongue. 
One who does justice will live in the presence of the Lord. 
 
Who harms not his fellow man, nor takes up a reproach against his neighbor; by whom the 
reprobate is despised, while he honors those who fear the Lord. 
One who does justice will live in the presence of the Lord. 
 
Who lends not his money at usury and accepts no bribe against the innocent. Whoever does 
these things shall never be disturbed. 
One who does justice will live in the presence of the Lord. 
 
SECOND READING: James 1:17-18, 21b-22, 27 
 
A reading from the Letter of Saint James: 
 
 Dearest brothers and sisters: All good giving and every perfect gift is from above, coming 
down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no alteration or shadow caused by change. 
He willed to give us birth by the word of truth that we may be a kind of firstfruits of his 
creatures. Humbly welcome the word that has been planted in you and is able to save your 
souls. Be doers of the word and not hearers only, deluding yourselves. Religion that is pure and 
undefiled before God and the Father is this: to care for orphans and widows in their affliction 
and to keep oneself unstained by the world. 
 
The word of the Lord. 
 



GOSPEL 
 
+ A reading from the holy Gospel according to Mark 7:1-8, 14-15, 21-23 
 
 When the Pharisees with some scribes who had come from Jerusalem gathered around 
Jesus, they observed that some of his disciples ate their meals with unclean, that is, unwashed, 
hands. For the Pharisees and, in fact, all Jews, do not eat without carefully washing their hands, 
keeping the tradition of the elders. And on coming from the marketplace they do not eat 
without purifying themselves. And there are many other things that they have traditionally 
observed, the purification of cups and jugs and kettles and beds. So the Pharisees and scribes 
questioned him, "Why do your disciples not follow the tradition of the elders but instead eat a 
meal with unclean hands?" He responded, "Well did Isaiah prophesy about you hypocrites, as it 
is written: This people honors me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me; in vain do 
they worship me, teaching as doctrines human precepts. You disregard God's commandment 
but cling to human tradition." He summoned the crowd again and said to them, "Hear me, all of 
you, and understand. Nothing that enters one from outside can defile that person; but the 
things that come out from within are what defile. "From within people, from their hearts, come 
evil thoughts, unchastity, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, licentiousness, envy, 
blasphemy, arrogance, folly. All these evils come from within and they defile." 
 
The Gospel of the Lord. 
 
Reflection for the 22nd Sunday of the Year 
 
Some years ago, a bishop said that the greatest gift that the Christian Religion offered the world 
was discipline. I was horrified! Totalitarian states of the world offer that too! If religion 
becomes cast as the policeman of the human race, and there is only one, law outweighs faith 
thus nullifying the message of the gospel. God, in such a world, is not love. Jesus’ death and 
resurrection has not won forgiveness and the promise of eternal life. The Kingdom of God 
ceases to be a source of hope and becomes hell. 
 
Listen to what Moses has said. People are first faithful to God. When Jesus quoted the bible to 
teach the Greatest Commandment, he summed up the entire Law of Moses and the message of 
the prophets concisely and simply. “You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, with 
all your soul, and with all your mind. This is the greatest and the first commandment. The 
second resembles it: You must love your neighbour as yourself. On these two commandments 
hang the whole Law and the Prophets too.” Matthew 22:37-40 (NJB) 
 
Jesus also said this within a context. God is love not law. God is infinite, everlasting and 
unconditional love which means that God’s mercy and compassion for sinners, those who break 
the law, is of the same nature. God actively seeks to forgive sinners. For Moses, in today’s 
reading from Deuteronomy, following the Law, doing what’s right, loving God, one’s self and 
one’s neighbor is a living sign of God’s presence in the world. None of us can do that apart from 
the gifts God has first given us. We give witness to our faith in God by the way we think, feel, 
say and do. 
 



God’s justice is always forgiveness for sinners. God will never turn away a sinner. Conversion 
will happen in God’s time and in God’s way. None of us, as a human being, is blameless. Just 
watch how we drive. We always like to get away with rolling stops and exceeding the speed 
limit. The law requires those who get caught to pay the resulting ticket. Our actions often have 
repercussions. God operates in another manner. 
 
When God forgives, God remembers our sins as if they never happened. Forgiveness is not just 
looking another way when confronted with offense. It is actively releasing those bound by the 
offence. Putting it another way, when we hold a grudge, we hold ourselves bound to another’s 
actions. Our anger and outrage may lead us to a greater sin, judgment of another. Judgment is 
akin to idolatry, for we assume God’s role. Our judgment is punitive in nature; we want to hold 
people to the consequences, revenge and punishment. 
 
When we turn to God with our sins, do we seek forgiveness or punishment? Do we seek binding 
to them or releasing them? When we forgive others we act as God acts. When we do God’s 
Justice we show God’s presence. We know it within our selves because we recognize it in 
someone else, a fellow sinner and one who is also God’s Beloved. Because God has first loved 
us to life, faith, family and Church, we can love ourselves and our neighbors and thereby love 
God. God’s grace leads us to be witnesses to God with one another. 
 
Apart from the fact that the letter of James shares my name, or more accurately I share his, his 
letter is one of my favorites. I like the way he thought. His writing makes sense, at least to me. 
Faith in action. We’ve all known people who do things because they’ve always been done that 
way. Sometimes we can forget the reasons we do things. For instance, why did the Law of 
Moses require people to wash dishes, bed-linens and hands? Some did it just because the Law 
told them to do so. The purpose of any law is for the common good and to benefit the lives of 
people. 
 
Washing prevents disease. Cleanliness, we say, is next to Godliness not just by itself. God wants 
to keep us healthy and society free of infectious disease. We have a direct parallel today. 
Thousands of people are infected with COVID 19 in the state of Illinois, alone, each day. The 
numbers of new infections in Norridge continue to rise as well. God works through us, God’s 
servants. Our actions show God’s living presence within each of us and among our neighbors. 
To get vaccinated, to keep social distance and to wear a mask may be an inconvenience, 
personally, but it shows God is working through us to slow and then halt the spread of deadly 
disease. 
 
God helps those who help themselves. Most of us may think that this adage is the basis of the 
gospel’s message. It is not. The gospel really tells us that God helps those who cannot help 
them selves. We don’t give life. We have difficulty forgiving ourselves and others. No one saves 
one’s self. We rely on God to do those things and God gives us what we need to love, forgive 
and serve each other. God depends upon each of us, not for his own care, but to care for others 
in God’s name. 
 
My mother’s family had two mutually exclusive groups. There were those who had a chip on 
their shoulders with regard toward the Church and those who were very devout, pious and 
proud of it. Both groups had trouble with the other. The first group, according to the second, 



who never went to church and never seemed to have a kind word for the latter, were bound to 
hell in the opinion of the pious. 
 
Then there was me. As a teenager, I was in the seminary and preparing to become a priest. The 
former challenged my vocation. Why did I want to become a priest? My answer, even to my 
own ears, seemed so lame. I want to help people. Well, even a dog catcher helps people. Why 
not try that? My response was quick. Remember dog spelled backwards is God! They’d laugh 
and relent. Did God work through me to witness that Church isn’t all guilt and nagging from the 
latter group? 
 
The second group was delighted with the vocation I was choosing. They couldn’t wait to tell me 
all the churches they visited, how many novenas they did and how they went to daily mass. 
They also couldn’t stop themselves gossiping about those lost ones who never had anything to 
do with the church. I would ask them if they volunteered to read at mass or help distribute 
communion. They’d relent as I suggested that offering their service for others was more 
important than going to services. 
 
After I was ordained as an adult, I was a bit bolder in facing them and their issues. I found out 
that many of the first group had real gripes and pain caused them by the second group and 
their experience of the Church. Many were divorced and re-married. The church had basically 
barred them from communion and any participation in the Church. Some weren’t treated well 
when in need. I listened to their stories. I showed them some human compassion, which really 
has come from God. Often, they expressed surprise and delight that a priest could treat then 
like a fellow human being. Some of their hurt and outrage was healed in the process. 
 
My approach with the second group was a bit different. I really don’t care to hear about 
people’s devotional lives. I see prayer, devotions and personal piety as the means of sustaining 
a spiritual life. A spiritual life does not exist in a vacuum. We all have to face real life and other 
people. The reason we can comes from our spiritual roots. God does not exist apart from lives 
we live. We can encounter Christ in all we experience and meet. We don’t keep Jesus locked up 
in a golden box. We reserve communion that is eventually shared during our communal 
celebration of the Eucharist. Jesus feeds us to live life and serve others. 
 
Some of them didn’t like to hear that. Being a practicing Catholic today can be a bit more 
challenging. Active service of others can be more demanding than merely attending services. 
Communal worship is more involved than private devotion. Over the years, some of the second 
group became more like the first as what was once comfortable became a challenge too. 
 
TS Elliot wrote a play in verse, “Murder in the Cathedral,” about the events that led to the 
assassination of Thomas Becket. I saw this play performed, nearly thirty years ago, in the Bond 
Chapel in Hyde Park. There’s one line that has haunted me. “The last temptation is the greatest 
treason: to do the right deed for the wrong reason.” My familial anecdote is a good place for 
me to hide. How am I like the Pharisees and scribes? What comes out of me? How do Jesus’ 
words lead me to change? I like sounding wise and deep. Sometimes I am, but only to the 
extent that I realize that I am of the same stuff as my family. 
 



All of us share human nature. All of us fall short in doing what’s good and avoiding what’s evil. 
Selfishness and selflessness go hand in hand. Sin is endemic in human life. I am a sinner like 
others in my family. I need God to forgive me when I fail. I need God to be patient with others. I 
need God for clarity of insight. Here’s an important element of faith; I can rely on God for all 
that I need. To see God and to know God’s presence where ever and with whom I am is a gift 
that God freely gives. The grace of God is sufficient to heal, sustain and to face the challenge of 
living. God and others are only a thought away. Mindfulness is also God’s gift. 
 
May the love of God fill all our empty places. 
 
James D. Beath 
August 28-29, 2021 


