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The ongoing life of the Church influenced the telling, (or the arrangement of its 

presentation), of the life and teachings of Our Lord Jesus Christ. And why not? 

The Bible is the Church’s book. Our Lord’s Ascension was not a book-signing 

event! He promised to send His Holy Spirit to guide and guard His Church and 

lead her into all truth. 

That being the case, it is easy to recognize the incident in today’s gospel passage 

being motivated by St Mark the Evangelist because of a controversy among 

potential Jewish converts in Rome. At issue was the matter whether Gentile 

Christians were bound to observe the Jewish law. The matter had been settled well 

before St Mark’s Gospel was written. (In the period between the Lord’s Ascension 

and St Peter’s preaching in Rome, the Catholic Church was already on her way 

from being a tiny Jewish sect to becoming the world-wide religion embracing 

believers of all nationalities and races.) By including this passage in his narrative, 

St Mark was able to quote Our Lord Jesus on a matter of great interest to Roman 

Christians and potential converts. 

For you and me we have here the Lord’s teaching that the only kind of cleanliness 

that matters is moral cleanliness. This is not to say Christianity is opposed to 

washing your hands before food preparation or dinner. Or listening to science 

rather than politicians regarding the Covid pandemic! It is true much of the Old 

Testament law emphasized the importance of ceremonial cleanliness. And that law 

came from God himself. But man had distorted God’s law by concentrating on 

external ceremony and not on internal purity of heart. Our Lord Jesus reminded 

His hearers, including all of us, that it is not what is external to us that causes 

moral harm, but what is within.  

Concerning our spiritual development, Jesus put all the emphasis on the internal. 

You remember St Paul’s exhortation to “Put on the whole armor of God.” That 

armor is the nourishing and healing medicine of the Catholic Church, which has as 

its goal the conversion of heart and soul and the drawing closer of souls to God. 

The rituals, sacraments, catechism, architecture, music, fine art, stained glass, (and 

yes, even canon law!) have one purpose: to bring us closer to God. Any other goal 

simply won’t do. A train on the wrong tracks does not get to the right station! 
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Going through the motions is hypocritical religion on any day, and the Lord Jesus 

said so. For that matter, so did the Old Testament prophets. 

Of course hypocrisy is easy to condemn! But the teaching of Jesus is surprisingly 

difficult to assimilate and maintain in our lives. Outward appearances are powerful, 

and often successful, in dominating our thinking and actions. And they can hijack 

our relationship to Jesus Christ. 

For example, acting on behalf of our neighbor is something we do because Christ 

asks it of us. His asking is paramount. Case closed! But the instant we think we are 

making the world a better place by reaching out to our neighbor, we have become 

attached to external results. That is when in heart and soul our internal obedience 

to Jesus Christ takes the second shelf. Again, it is so easy to put our engine on the 

wrong tracks.  

There are two worlds: our world, and the world of Jesus Christ. You do not need 

me to tell you our world does not contain Christ’s world. And there is no way from 

our world into heaven. The good news is that the Lord Jesus embraces us, and 

heaven adopts us. We are children of God by adoption and grace. 

Remember that in the Bible, foolishness is a moral rather than intellectual failing. 

And in the Bible the heart is the seat of the moral life. From it come all the evil 

thoughts which lead to moral defilement. So to lift up our hearts, to put them with 

the Lord, is not just the announcement at the beginning of the Eucharistic action in 

the Mass. It is the beginning of all Christian prayer. And that is the way the new 

law of the spirit gets its beginning in us. 


