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22nd Sunday in Ordinary Time B (August 29, 2021, STM: 9:15) 

It was about 2 o’clock on a cold, blustery morning and the phone at the rectory rang. 
The priest picked it up and heard the person on the other end of the line say, “I think grandpa is 
dying.”  As it was just two blocks away, the priest decided to walk to anoint the dying man. As 
he passed an alley a figure with a gun stepped out and demanded: “Give me your money.” The 
priest told the gunman: “My wallet is in the pocket of my coat. As the priest opened his coat 
the gunman noticed his Roman collar. He said: “I am sorry, I didn’t know that you were a priest. 
I beg your pardon Father! Keep your money.” In grateful relief Fr. Murray offered him a cigar. 
But the fellow shook his head saying, “No Father, thank you very much, but I don’t smoke 
during Lent!”  

My dear brothers and sisters in Christ Jesus, today we have a gospel which present to us 
a controversy between Jesus and the Pharisees about ritual practices or the lack there forth of.  
The Pharisees are upset at Jesus because he and his disciples do not follow the strict letter of 
the law concern ritual cleanliness.  For the Pharisees, religion was all about the script precepts 
of the law, following every little letter of it.  They were not really concerned with the heart, 
with the interior. It was all about the exterior.  You got the point of the story I told.  The man 
was more concerned with his Lenten practice than the fact that he was a thief. There was a 
clear disconnect.  Today, Jesus is trying to get his listeners to connect, to connect the heart with 
the practice of their religion. 

True religion is not just a very scrupulous observance of all of the rules, laws, traditions 
and rituals.  It is about a loving and obedient relationship with God that is expressed as we 
recognize God’s presence in those around us as we seek to enter into humble and loving service 
of God and others.   Now, do not get me wrong. I am not advocating those rules, laws, 
traditions and rituals are unimportant.  They are important.  Those things help us to practice 
true religion in our lives.  The Catholic Church is very much about these things. We have lots of 
laws-a whole, fat book of them.  We have rules. Boy, do we have rules.  We love our 2000-year-
old tradition, and our rituals are like none other.   Today, Jesus was challenging lip service when 
the heart’s attitude is wrong.   Jesus loved the law. He was a devout Jew but do not forget hat 
He said He had come to fulfill the law.  He dispensed legalism when it conflicted with the 
human need.    The law should be freeing and lead someone into love.  The laws and rules have 
to be entered into in such a way they ultimately are about this relationship of love and service 
with God and others.  

For example, since the start of COVID, we have heard about the “Sunday Obligation” 
more than ever before.  Throughout the country, most Catholics were dispensed of this 
obligation.  In some dioceses, it is back in place for those who do not have conditions that 
would prevent them from being at mass. Here in the Diocese of Raleigh, the obligation has not 
yet been reinstated. But why is the Sunday obligation there?   It is meant to allow us to worship 
God in the parish community as we offer our lives back to God, as we ask for mercy for our sins, 
as we thank God for his blessings and as we bring before God all of our needs.  It is meant to 
bring us here to receive the Bread of Life and to remind us that life is not about us and that 
there is a value in coming here to Mass each week.  The Sunday obligation helps us to keep 
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from making our own rules and making religion just a personal thing.  Religion can never just be 
about us and God. The incarnation taught us that religion, our relationship with God involves 
other people too and we are constantly called back to this place to be reminded of this. 

True religion also involves our continual desire to get it right.  There are many rules and 
commandments and laws for us to follow.  I do not know anyone who gets those right all the 
time.  I know this to be a fact because I hear confessions. We all struggle with Church teachings.  
But this does not mean we give up or dismiss them.  We must always be striving for holiness.  
However, we cannot choose to just ignore parts of what the Church teaches because we find it 
easier to focus on other areas of the Church’s teaching.  For example, if we actively follow and 
put into practice the Corporal and Spiritual Works of Mercy but take lightly coming to Sunday 
Mass each week, we have fallen short.     On the other side of things, if we come to daily Mass 
but never lift a finger to help the poor, we have fallen short.    We have to take seriously both 
our life of worship and the laws that are in place around it, and the need to be compassionate 
and merciful. 

When anthropologist Margaret Mead was asked what she conserved the first sign of 
civilization, she cited the discovery of a 15,000-year-old broken femur bone that had been 
healed.  It meant that humans were no longer completely subject to the instinctual laws of 
nature because someone had stopped to care for an injured person.  Food, water and rest were 
provided for the time needed to mend without better medical attention.  A new mind and a new 
heart dawned.  Instead of leaving that person behind, people showed compassion and care, 
enabling the human community to thrive. (Sunday Homily Helps)   This reminds us of the 
instruction that James give to us to be today. We must be both hearers and doers of the Word 
of God.      If we who claim to follow Christ are to be the salt of the earth, James thinks we 
should be out of the saltshaker and scattered in the world where we can do some good.  James 
has little patience for pious talk, orthodox creeds and polite worship if those words and beliefs 
do not propel a person into the world of need as caring, redemptive, reconciling presence of 
Christ. (Graceworks, Aug. 29, 2021)   James says elsewhere that faith without works is dead. 
Christian faith involves both knowing the law and rules and rituals and also actively living that 
faith in a tangible way.  A seminary professor of mine always reminded us “Men, discipleship 
looks like something, it has a form.” 

True religion is the whole thing, the whole package.  It is a matter of what we believe, 
what we say, how we worship, what we do.  Our worship must always be leading us 
somewhere, leading us away from our selves and toward God and toward service of others.  An 
old saying goes “No one cares what we believe, unless they can first believe that we care.”    

As we move soon to the altar, let us open our whole selves to Christ, to the One who 
can create a pure heart and a steadfast spirit within us. Amen.  

 

Portions adapted from: Fr. Tony Kadavil, Graceworks and Sunday Homily Helps, Aug. 29, 
2021. 


