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Today’s gospel begins with the Pharisees (a religious group known for their passion about 

following the external practice of religious laws and customs) complaining to Jesus about 

the behaviour of some of his disciples. Apparently, they would eat without first ritually 

washing their hands. That was a religious custom of that time. This is not totally unlike 

parents today who routinely say to their young children before a meal, “Did you wash your 

hands? Let me see them. I want proof.”  

 

Of course, today’s parental reminder is mostly based on health reasons. Dirty hands can 

contaminate foods that are eaten with hands – a practice many children seem to have. But 

the Pharisees were focused on other matters, namely prescribed external acts that are 

part of their way of being religious. “Follow all the rules,” they would say.  

 

First, note that Jesus does not give an excuse for the behaviour of his disciples. He does 

not defend them and their “dirty” hands. But he is concerned about what might lie beneath 

the surface of the Pharisee’s complaint. And what lies beneath the surface is always the 

concern of Jesus. Thus, he takes that moment to teach the Pharisees about what really is 

important, namely their basic religious attitudes about following God’s law. He is calling for 

full personal honesty.  

 

Being fully honest with oneself is never easy. In fact, there are times when we react 

externally just the opposite of what’s in our hearts. We smile when we are sad inside. We 

agree with this or that when inside we are full of disagreement. We keep working when we 

are dead tired. We hold back our words when we disagree with what’s being said by others. 

We do these things because we want to appear good (or respectable) before others, a 

trait that those Pharisees seem to endorse. For them, looking good was more important 

than being good. And Jesus wanted them (and us) to know that God is more interested in 

what’s in our hearts than what’s on our hands. 

 

It’s a matter of priorities. We all know that we can’t fool God. The gospels often teach  

that God wants what is in our hearts, namely our love, more than anything else. External 

acts and reactions are important, but they are secondary to our real desires, our personal 

dreams and the orientation of our hearts. Moms and dads want their children to have clean 

hands when they pick up that slice of pizza for dinner. But they are more interested that 

their children are grateful for the gift of food and family, gathered to celebrate their 

love for each other.       

David M. Thomas, PhD 
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My grandson looked right at me and said, “Grandpa, you’re not listening to me. I don’t want 

oatmeal. I want corn flakes. Aren’t you listening?”  

 

He was only five, but he already knew how to capture my attention. Accusation of not 

listening will do that. Ignoring a child’s request can be a major flaw of adults in the mind of 

young children. They were not yet old enough to know that their elders have at times 

similar thoughts. Honest listening is not easy for anyone, but it is very necessary for 

healthy and holy living. Even at breakfast. 

 

All human communities, the Church included, struggle with good listening. Sometimes, 

there is just too much noise, too many distractions, that get in the way of listening. 

Sometimes we may not want to hear what’s being said. We can have what’s called “selective 

hearing.” 

 

Today’s gospel describes Jesus healing a deaf man. Descriptions of miracles in the gospels 

often have two meanings, a physical meaning and a spiritual one. Jesus wants us to not only 

hear the sounds around us, especially those in words said to us, but also the words said to 

us by God’s Spirit.  

 

Yes, God speaks to all of us in some way or another.  Listening to God’s words can be quite 

difficult because God’s words are usually quite soft, even silent. They are also carried 

within the words that come to us from others. Being attentive to the divine message within 

a human message requires our full attention – and our willingness to hear God’s personal 

words that are being communicated to us.   

 

Healing spiritual deafness is part of the work Jesus came to accomplish. God wants to 

communicate with each of us all the time. But we can “silence” God’s words or “tune them 

out” all too easily. Those words of God come to us directly in prayer and meditation. They 

also come indirectly through the events and persons we encounter each day. They come 

though requests made to us by spouses, by our children and grandchildren, by friends and 

co-workers. So, are we open to hearing those sacred words?       

 

    

David M. Thomas, PhD     
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Do you always get exactly what you want? If you are married, did your spouse end up being 

exactly the one you had hoped for? What about your children? All parents have hopes and 

dreams for their kids. Did yours turn out in accord with those hopes and dreams? Look at 

your life as a whole. Most have some ideal life they hope for when young. Did yours end up 

realizing everything you had hoped to accomplish? If all your hopes and dreams were 

realized in full, you may be from another planet. I’ve never met anyone here whose high 

expectations were fully realized. As a saying goes, happiness is found not in getting what 

you hope for, but being satisfied with what you receive. 

 

Today’s gospel describes a time when Jesus gave a lesson to his closest disciples in 

reshaping their hopes and expectations about God’s messiah. He wanted to make sure that 

when they looked for God’s anointed one (that’s the meaning of the word, Christ), they 

would not miss him because they were looking for someone else.  

 

At the time of Jesus, two versions of Jewish messianic hope were popular. One comes 

from the Jewish scriptures where it says that “the Son of Man” would come on the clouds 

with an army of angels and wipe out God’s enemies with fiery swords. A very dramatic 

event to be sure. The second was more of a political view that had God’s Messiah coming as 

a militant political figure who would chase the Roman’s occupying army from the Promised 

Land and would restore Jewish leadership to their land. The messiah would be a mighty 

king. Both versions were acceptable and seemed to many as in accord with what they 

viewed as God’s way of doing things.  

 

Jesus was God’s true messiah and he was not like either of those two versions of 

messiahship. Jesus was not going to come down with lighting bolts from the heavens nor 

was he to amass a revolutionary army. Instead he would head for Jerusalem where he 

would be condemned to a terrible and painful death on a cross. Not surprisingly, when his 

disciples learned of this, they were quite disappointed. What they also learned was that 

this was God’s plan. And if they were to follow God’s messiah, Christ Jesus, they too would 

have to carry a cross.  

 

How does this apply to us? The message is clear. God’s way of love may not be the same as 

ours. Like Jesus, we will be assigned a life where we will most likely have to adjust our 

understanding of the perfect life. But there’s a wonderful positive side to this. In 

following God’s way, we will find our greatest joy and happiness. 

David M. Thomas, PhD   
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I grew up in a family with three siblings. So, four of us in all. While the term “sibling 

rivalry” had not yet been invented, there was nevertheless a continuous battle going on 

between myself and my three sisters. We each wanted to be “first,” especially where 

there was limited bounty to be shared. And my mom was brilliant in defusing our battle to 

be first by insisting on equality whenever possible. 

 

Let me describe one of her most effective methods to achieve this. As kids, we all loved 

chocolate pudding. My mom would make it the old-fashioned way on the stove. Then, we 

took turns in pouring the steaming pudding into four bowls. Now here’s where her 

exceptional wisdom showed through. The one whose turn it was to divide the pudding into 

the four bowls was also the one who got to “choose” his or her bowl last! Meticulous 

measurement ensued, down to the last spec of pudding. This resulted in a situation where 

to be last was no better than being first. Like I said, maternal brilliance. 

 

Of course, that’s not the way it works in our competitive world. Nor did it work that way 

back in the time of Jesus. He had to adjust the way calculations are made in God’s 

Kingdom.   

 

Mark’s gospel recalls a time when the twelve apostles got into an argument about who was 

first among them. Of course, everyone wants to be first. First in line. First over the finish 

line. First to have one’s lawn turn green in the Spring. First to have the latest model car. 

First to board the airplane. First to make a million. First to be seated in the first row at a 

concert or at an athletic event. No one even wants to be second.  

 

Jesus suggests another approach to this matter of “being first.” He says if you want to be 

first, chose to be last. Don’t seek to be a master. Rather take on the role of servant. And 

if you think about it, if we all did just that, guess what? We all would be first. We all would 

be equal. We all could say that we are equally loved by God. Which we are. 

 

Pope Francis is deeply concerned about how some individuals impose their power over 

others. Most Catholics are painfully aware about how power has been misused by some 

church persons. Especially power over defenceless children. Such acts are shameful, 

despicable and sinful. This is abuse in horrific form. We have also been made more aware 

lately of how some men use their power over women. We will not survive as families, as a 

society or as a church unless we take today’s gospel very seriously. 

David M. Thomas, PhD  
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When Jesus wanted to make a point that is quite basic, he often talked about water. 

Water is necessary for life. Most of our body is water. Most of what we eat and drink is 

water. We can go for days without food, but we can hardly survive for a day or two 

without water. Humans over the years have lived near sources of clean water because 

without water, they would not survive. When Jesus wanted to describe God’s gift of 

eternal life, he spoke of “living waters” which are given to us by God’s Spirit. When Jesus 

died on the cross, the gospels note that blood and water flowed from him. Scripture 

scholars suggest that this relates to the sacraments of the Eucharist and Baptism. So, 

whenever water is mentioned in the gospels, it’s important to pay attention. Important 

matters are being presented to us.  

 

Parents all have heard a child’s call for a drink of water during the night. While an initial 

response might be a call to the child to “get it yourself,” good parents know that this 

request for water is not just for a drink, but for the reassurance that comes from the 

parent’s immediate presence during the dark of night. They want water, but even more 

they want mom or dad. They want their water served with love.  

 

Today’s gospel presents a dilemma that faced the disciples of Jesus. They had joined 

Jesus to be part of his group, his band of disciples who were called upon to assist Jesus in 

his public ministry. They formed a new “we” and saw themselves as distinct from others 

who were not in their club.  

 

A question apparently arose when they saw others, groups, not in their circle, who also 

claimed to be part of Christ’s operation. They were doing good things, but according to the 

disciples, they were “outsiders.” Jesus seemed not bothered by this. If they were doing 

good, let them continue. They are doing what is part of God’s intent for all of us. They are 

serving the needs of those who need their help. So, be careful about judging the good done 

by others. It’s not about who is doing what. It is about what’s being done. Goodness and 

Godness is not restricted to one person or to one group. We are all sisters and brothers in 

the Lord.  

 

This can be of importance to families that might be divided by group allegiance or religious 

affiliation. Again, if anyone does good, which may only mean the giving of a drink of water 

to a little one, let it be. In fact, let that be celebrated and acknowledged as an important 

part of what God desires from all of us.  

David M. Thomas, PhD   


