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We live in a world filled with rules and 
restrictions. The rules — especially the 
laws — that govern our day-to-day lives are 
ideally there for the order of society and 
the safety of others.  
 
In this Sunday’s Gospel, we’re presented 
with a tense scene in which Jesus and his 
followers are being publicly criticized by 
certain religious leaders for disregarding 
rules of ritual washing. Although 
something like ritual washings — including 
handwashing — might seem unimportant 
to us today, this act was an essential part 
of daily, religious observance for certain 
Jews at the time of Jesus. The Pharisees 
and scribes (two Jewish groups that prided 
themselves on their faithful religious 
observance) attacked Jesus and his 

disciples for not following the rules for 
purity that have been handed down to 
them. Jesus, a poor tradesman from a poor 
village, would have understood that these 
kind of rules would have been nearly 
impossible for poor farmers and 
fishermen, especially given the scarcity of 
water and the frequent contact they would 
have had with dead fish and other things 
that would make them “ritually unclean.” 
Only a privileged few could live by the 
strict rules of the Pharisees and scribes, 
most of whom were well-off and living in 
cities. In response to the criticisms, Jesus 
reminded his critics of what is truly 
important by challenging them to change 
their focus: it isn’t external realities that 
make us “unclean” or the observance of 
specific rules that ensures that we’re in a 

right relationship with God. Instead, it is 
our intentions and the purity of our hearts 
that matter most to God: “Nothing that 
enters one from outside can defile that 
person; but the things that come out from 
within are what defile…”  
 
Rules and traditions are incredibly 
important, as they help us solidify our 
identity as Catholic-Christians. At the 
same time, we have to be sure that we 
don’t become so fixated on the details of 
certain traditions or teachings that we risk 
losing sight of what is most important: The 
Gospel of Jesus Christ. Rules and 
traditions — however important and 
venerable they may be — can never be an 
end in themselves.  
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