22"d Sunday Ordinary Time, B
My Dear Brothers and Sisters,

People of wisdom everywhere are informing themselves and
preparing themselves to work for the protection of our natural
environment. But we cannot stop with that; there is another dimension to
the problem, equally as serious — moral pollution. We would not for a
moment ignore the importance of clean air to breathe, clean water to
drink, and clean soil in which to grow our food. Importance is not a
strong enough word. These things are imperative. We cannot live
without them. But what about the spiritual environment? Is that not
equally as important? What is the advantage of a neat and clean world if
our hearts are so polluted that we cannot live with ourselves or with our
neighbors?

This is what Jesus was talking about in today’s gospel reading. The
discussion grew out of a confrontation with the Pharisees. These self—
appointed guardians of public morality had observed that Jesus and his
followers would sometimes eat their meals without washing their hands.
A Pharisee would never do that. The idea was to avoid polluting their
holy lives with the world’s wickedness.

When they raised this issue with Jesus, his response was immediate
and direct. First, he dismissed the Pharisees as hypocrites whose hearts
were far from God. Then he gathered the crowd and talked to them

about the problem of moral pollution. He tried to get them to understand



that the wrongness in their lives had to do with the condition of their
hearts. Sin had not entered them from without; moral pollution was not
something the world had done to them. It was something they were
doing to the world. Jesus said, “All these evils come from within and
they defile.”

Now, that concept may not be very comforting; but it does offer
several advantages. For one thing, it isolates the problem. At least we
know where the pollution is coming from. All we have to do is look
within ourselves. Sin is not some abstraction; sin has to do with you and
me, real people. It may be something we do or something we fail to do,
but it is always inside ourselves. There is no other place for sin to get
started.

To accept that truth does not necessarily solve the moral pollution
problem, but it does give us a handle on it. Should we ever decide to
work on it, we will know where to start. The logical place is our heart.
Correct the wrong attitudes, stop unkind words, and repent of the evil
done and the good left undone. Do those things in your life and you will
have reduced the level of moral pollution in the world. Our Lord’s
approach isolates the problem.

It also eliminates the excuses. We do not know everything the
Pharisees did with their theory of evil, but there must have been times
when they used it as an excuse. If something went wrong in their lives

they could always blame some evil that sneaked in from the outside. We



essentially do the same thing. We may not blame evil spirits. More often
we blame society as a whole or some portion of our failure. The problem
with such reasoning is that society is nothing but a group of people, and
everything that is wrong with society is simply an accumulation of
everything that is wrong with you and me.

And | am not unaware of what certain social influences can do to
people’s lives. To grow up in poverty and crime with little or no
influence is not an easy task. | know that. But what | am saying today is
this: make this kind of excuse, have that kind of compassion for
everyone in this world but yourself. In your case hold yourself
accountable. That is the only hope of salvation. You can never overcome
your failure so long as you are blaming something or someone other
than yourself. Our Lord’s approach to the problem of moral pollution
eliminates the excuses.

Finally, it implies a solution. Nothing magic or easy, but something
quite simple. The only real cure to the problem of moral pollution that
plagues our world is for every person with God’s help to clean up his or
her own life. That, of course, is not going to happen. Every person is not
going to clean up his own life. Some will not try; some will not even
recognize the need to try. That fact does not eliminate our responsibility
or terminate our opportunity. Whatever anyone in this world may choose

to do, you and I can still breathe the clean air of forgiven sin and drink



the clear water of life. We do not have to live lives of moral pollution.
There is no limit to how much sin our God can forgive.
My Dear Brothers and Sisters,

| would not, for one moment, ignore the seriousness of our moral
failure. Its consequences are far worse than we will probably ever know.
But neither would | ignore the grace of God in Christ. He can handle our
pollution problem, whatever it might be. The only contingency is

whether or not we are willing to accept Christ’s help. Amen.



