
Living the 
Word 

Connecting with the 
Sunday Readings 

Adult 

Twenty-second Sunday 
in Ordinary Time

Gospel Word 
Mark 7:1-8, 

14-15, 21-23 

Religious practices can take on a life of their own. They can remain 
customs well after anyone really knows what they mean. Today we 
shake hands when we meet. Do you know the origin of that custom? 
The practice developed as a way to show a person was not armed 
and that he or she did not have a gun or knife in his or her hand. 
Interesting, isn't it? In today's Gospel reading, Jesus is asked by some 
religious officials why his followers don't wash their hands before 
they eat. This was a long-standing custom among the Jews of that 
time. The origin of this practice was from the Jewish rites of purifica-
tion, which originally were meant only for the Jewish priests before 
sacrifice but which the Pharisees had developed into a practice for all 
Jewish people as a religious ritual before eating. It had nothing to do 
with hygiene as it might today. It was never to be overlooked.  
It is interesting to note that Mark takes the time in the Gospel to 
explain the Jewish rituals to his original audience. This explanation is 
one of the indications that the audience of the original Gospel was 
not of Jewish origin. 
 
Apparently there were times when Jesus and his followers did not 
follow the prescribed religious rituals. Jesus took the occasion of the 
Pharisees' criticism to stress that what God wanted more than 
anything was not simply external religious compliance, but more. 
God wanted the purity of a person's heart. On another occasion, Jesus 
likened those who were only concerned with externals to white-
washed tombs (Matthew 23:27), which looked clean on the outside, 
but inside were rotting bones. For Jesus, one's response to God must 
include one's whole being. Actions are judged by what is in a person's 
heart.  
 
It's helpful to know about the meaning of "heart" in the time of Jesus. 
First, Jesus is not talking about Valentine's Day. Nor is he referring to 
the delights of romantic love. These are two ways we may think about 
the heart, but it's not what Jesus meant. For him, the heart is the very 
center of the self. It's the source of our spiritual life, the container of 
our basic values, and the place where who and what we truly love 
abides. 

Our Christian faith is an inside 
job. It's not simply a matter of 
doing this or that action 
(however traditional that 
might be). Our deeper 
attitudes and beliefs are what 
are most important. Our faith 
makes radical demands on us. 
It's relatively easy to do a few 
religious practices and feel that 
we are doing all that is 
expected. But for Jesus that is 
far from enough. We can 
deceive others by expressing 
ourselves on the outside in one 
way, while inside we are 
feeling much different. Reli-
gious authenticity is related to 
being honest and sincere. 
Examining our own authentic-
ity is best done by being aware 
of our motives. Why are we 
kind to others? Do we want 
them to like us or to do some-
thing for us? Hopefully it is 
because we have deep respect 
for others, friends, strangers, 
and even enemies because we 
believe we are all children of 
God. Like Jesus said, examine 
your heart. That's where God 
looks. 

     One-line Prayer  
 

God of Love, make my heart 
pure and my actions authentic. 

Amen. 
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