A. 31st Sunday in Ordinary Time #3                                                             Mt23: 1-12

Scene

Jesus warns people of the dangers inherent in the Pharisaic approach to religion, especially hypocrisy.

Background

From 21: 23 through ch22 Jesus has been engaged in controversies with his opponents- the chief priests, the elders, the Sadducees and, especially, the Pharisees. Ch 23 is a long discourse, really a tirade, against the Pharisaic approach to religion. While in Mk, at this point in the story (and Mt has a copy of Mk in front of him from which he copies most of Mk and adds his own material along with material shared with Lk called “Q”), Mk has a three line denunciation of the scribes (Pharisees expert in the law, “canon” lawyers), Mt expands on this, giving Jesus’ attitude toward legalistic rigorists a lot more ink. There is really nothing comparable to this discourse in the other gospels. It was very important to the Church of Mt because they lived among practicing Jews, came from Jewish tradition, and were in need of clear instruction regarding how much of the “old religion” they could or should retain.

From this chapter we learn something of the superficiality that characterized all too many of the Pharisees. (No doubt there were genuinely good and truly pious Pharisees, but the general picture is one of hypocrisy.) The Pharisees put far too much emphasis on rules, regulations, externals, appearances. They wanted to “look good” more than “be good.” They believed that the correct performance, meticulously correct performance,, of religious rites, rubrics, rules and regulations constituted piety and righteousness, de facto. They looked down on and shunned anyone who did not measure up to their obsessive, compulsive behavior. Minutiae get the attention, while the main point is missed. And they got away with it for a very long time. Then, along came Jesus.

The Pharisees formed a religious movement, mainly in Palestine, from the 2nd century BC to the 1st century AD (Their legacy, however, is still very much alive in both Jewish and Christian religion.) They were distinguished from the Sadducees by their belief that revealed truth was not confined to the Pentateuch (or Torah). They even believed that, besides the writing prophets, the oral tradition was also inspired by God and contained revealed truth. Just about anything difficult that an ancient teacher wrote (and he had to be old) they thought was inspired by God himself and they practiced it. Unlike the Sadducees, they believed in the survival of the soul after death, complete with rewards and punishments for one’s life here. “Pharisees” probably comes from the Hebrew meaning “the separated ones.” They were well named, for they considered themselves above others who did not do what they did, think what they thought, believe what they believed. The movement had both political and philosophico- religious elements to it. They were quite entrenched in the politics of their day and resembled the Greco-Roman philosophical schools of thought, complete with disdain for those who thought otherwise. Before 70AD, the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple by the Romans, their special concerns were ritual purity, tithes, and Sabbath observance. After that time, at the Council of Jamnia in 90AD, they indelibly stamped their influence upon subsequent Judaism by succeeding in having their point of view be the predominant one. The roots of the three types of Judaism today- Orthodox, Conservative and Reformed- can be traced to the division caused by the Pharisaic thinking which dominated this pivotal post-destruction council of Jewish leaders.

Text

v. 2 The scribes and Pharisees have taken their seat on the chair of Moses: Scribes were learned in the law. Many taught it. They were mostly Pharisees as well and are lumped together in Jesus’ mind. The “chair of Moses” is a metaphor for teaching and ruling authority, although later it did become the name for a piece of furniture in the synagogue. Notice that the chief priests, elders and Sadducees are not included here. By the time of Mt’s publication they have ceased to be influential in Jewish society. Furthermore, they would not necessarily subscribe to the Pharisaic approach to religion in any case.

v. 3 do and observe all things…they tell you: Jesus is differentiating between the words of the Pharisees and their deeds. In so far as they taught what Moses really taught (and not their own additions and accretions) their teachings were to be followed.

But do not follow their example. For they preach, but they do not practice: Jesus was not favorably impressed by the Pharisees’ word-rich but deed-poor brand of religion. Literally, “They say but do not do.” Mt introduces his main theme and criticism of the Jewish leadership: hypocrisy.

v. 4 They tie up heavy burdens: Loads of cargo had to be tied into secure packages before they could be strung and hung on the backs of pack animals for delivery.  If carelessly done the load would be “hard to carry,” i.e., constantly shifting. If overdone, it could be impossible, like the proverbial “straw that breaks the camel’s back.” Jesus compares Pharisaic teaching and behavior to this phenomenon. They so over-interpreted the law (and their own traditions) that the people who listened to them found themselves so tied up with very burdensome duties (bowing, scraping, washing, saying prayers- at the drop of a hat, all day long). Jesus, on the contrary, said his burden was “light.” Scholars, teachers, lawyers, the intelligentsia, living in the relative ease of their ivory towers, would interpret the law in such ways that those in the trades, in the marketplace, found it impossible to observe their petty pieties in the workaday world. Thus, the Pharisees made the rules for other people, but did not keep them themselves. When a particular burden did pertain to them, they knew many ways to get around it, hairsplitting ways unknown to ordinary folk.

v. 5 All their works are performed to be seen: Implied here is that the performer wants the glory, whereas Jesus taught in 5: 16 that, though seen, the disciples’ works are done to give glory to God, the exact opposite. In 6: 16-18 Jesus makes clear that one is to do good deeds in secret, when they are not seen, as well as in public.

They widen their phylacteries and lengthen their tassels: “Phylacteries” were two boxes, one worn on the forehead and one on the upper left arm (and thus near the heart). This was done in literal obedience to Scripture, letting the word be on your mind and in your heart, and contained verses from Scripture (Ex13: 1-16; Deut6: 4-9; 11: 13-22). They were worn by adult males at daily morning prayers (at home or in the synagogue). The Pharisees had to do more, so they wore them all day long- for display. They would make them “wide” by using broader straps to secure them- again, for display. The tassel (9:20 tells us that Jesus himself wore this, so he is not condemning the practice as such, only its abuse) was sometimes used on the outer garment as a reminder to people to follow God’s commandments in literal fulfillment of Num15: 37-38. The tassel was not necessarily ostentatious, but to make the tassel big was to make sure that everyone one met would know the person to be very serious about religion. These two outward actions, done for display, are but two examples of the type of behavior religious people can reveal their hypocrisy.

v. 6 They love places of honor at banquets: At banquets the head table was arranged in a U shape. The guests sat in pecking order. The host was at the center (the bottom of the U). The most important guest sat on his right, the next on the left, and so on. They really reclined (rather than sat) on a couch for three, called a triclinium, which means exactly what it says in Latin, leaning on the left elbow and eating with the right hand. A place of honor would be another stroke to the ego and an implicit strike at those “lesser” ones.

v. 7 greetings in the marketplace: The more important the person, the longer the greeting was supposed to be as a mark of respect and recognition. The marketplace was the perfect stage, being the center of daily life and commerce for any town or village.

Rabbi:  Literally, this means “my great one.” It did not become a title for an ordained scribe (our modern clergyman, “Rabbi” or “Reverend”) until the next century, but it must have been developing as such by the time of Jesus and certainly by Mt’s time. If not yet a title, it was a synonym for a teacher of the law, like a scribe.

v. 8 do not be called “Rabbi”: In Jesus’ religion teachers are not ranked above students, for there is but one teacher and all are students. This does not mean that we cannot learn from each other. It means that no one has a lock on knowledge or virtue. The very fact that the NT was written is testimony to the fact that there were “teachers” in early Christianity. There have been many great teachers since then. Yet, no one eclipses Christ or changes his teaching.

v. 9 call no one on earth your father: Of course, Jesus is not referring to biological fathers here, but spiritual ones. “Fathers” was an expression the Jews often used when referring to the Patriarchs and other great leaders of their history. It was sometimes prefixed to the name of a teacher, such as “Abba (Aramaic for “Father”) Chilkiyya.” Rabbis Shammai and Hillel were called “the fathers of the world.” Christians recognize they have but one (spiritual) father, the Heavenly Father, and are to be careful not to elevate any humans (even saints, popes or priests) to that position.

v. 10 Do not be called “Master”: Though the word is different (here it is Gk kathegetes, a guide or teacher), this is really a repeat of what was said in v. 8. It indicates that Mt has collected a saying that Jesus used on more than one occasion, but changed the reference, i.e., one time “Rabbi,” another time “Father,” another time “Master.” Jesus was called by certain titles throughout the gospels. He usually did not stop and correct the person who “entitled” him, except when he took exception to being called “good,” saying not to call him that for only God is good. We have no other record of Jesus’ objections to being “entitled,” so he seems to be saying, “If you must use titles (and we really must), don’t take them too seriously, not the speaker, not the one spoken to or about.

vv. 11-12: These two sayings are variations of the same theme, a common theme throughout Jesus’ ministry. Putting them one after another is yet another indication that Jesus did not give this discourse as a continuous sermon, but that Mt has collected a hodge-podge of sayings to present Jesus’ teaching in compendium form. He set the example of lowliness himself, being content to teach mostly in the rural areas of the province in which he lived. The theme of lowliness is marshaled here to contrast Jesus’ attitude and behavior with that of the Pharisees. Two complete opposites! Greatness is service and a great person is a servant of all. The values of heaven are frequently the reverse of those of earth. God does not see us as we see ourselves or as others do. He sees through us and into us, not just the surface. Pharisees were surface freaks. They cared so much what other people thought of them that they put God’s opinion in the last place instead of the first place. In the end such folks will not so much be “humbled” for that is a good thing with Jesus. They will be humiliated. There is a difference. Now a Pharisee hearing Jesus might think (erroneously) that he/she must take care to appear lowly in order to get the reward at the end. Such an attempt or pretense is not genuine, and genuineness is the hallmark of real humility.

Reflection

Jesus (and the early church) pointed to the Pharisees as a good example of bad example. From all we know of Jesus, it is uncharacteristic of him to single out and condemn a particular group of people. Surely, there were members of the Pharisaic party that we good people and to whom this blatant and blanket condemnation did not apply. That said, it is clear that Jesus had little time for the Pharisaic approach to religion and life. No other group comes in for harsher criticism and more often than the Pharisees. In fact, the entire ch 23 of Mt is devoted to warnings against the Pharisaic brand of piety. Jesus just wouldn’t buy it and he wanted his followers to steer clear of it.

Thus, we can speak of Pharisaism as a pseudo-religion. It begins with the conviction that a person must achieve salvation by his/her own merits (unaided by grace) and earn God’s favor by keeping his laws verbatim. Thus, Pharisaism is the antithesis of Christianity from the get-go. So, it starts off wrong and gets worse. Its obsession with law reduces every thought, word and deed to a legal (legalistic, really) standard. Christians, thanks to Jesus, are to submit every thought, word and deed to the love standard and recognize that all goods works are simply grace incarnate, cooperation with God’s gift. Christians do not do good works in order to be saved but because they have been saved by God’s grace, not their own doing. The Christian approach to religion and life should lead to humility, whereas the Pharisaic approach leads to hypocrisy. Hypocrisy means there is a contradiction between saying and doing, between talking the talk and walking the walk. As Jesus points out, the hypocritical person can get the theory right (preaching) but not the practice. In so far as a religious leader and/or teacher has the theory right, he/she is to be followed, not because he/she is in a position of authority, but because he/she is speaking truth. One determines when a hypocrite is speaking the truth by measuring what is said up against what God has said. If it is consistent with God’s revealed word, then it should be followed on that basis. However, in most cases a hypocritical religious leader speaks trivia rather than truth. It is the nature of Pharisaism to be preoccupied with trivia, so preoccupied that there is little time or room left for substance, things like helping others in anything but trivial and inconsequential ways.

Yes, the religion of Pharisaism is mainly trivial, a pursuit of trivia. It is preoccupied with externals like dress and dress codes, insignia and signs of rank, titles, offices, and petty pieties. Over time, the Pharisaic preoccupation with what the law says dwindles into hairsplitting distinctions, distinctions without differences, and endless discussions and arguments over exactly what the law says and how it applies to what situation. None of this has anything to do with a relationship with God or Christ or their Spirit. It is a relationship not with the Word but with words, legal words.

Of course, Christian religion is about externals, too. We have bodies and live on planet earth. We express ourselves externally. Externals matter, but nor as much as internals. That is Jesus’’ point. Unless our actions flow from attitudes inside us, they will merely be robotic compliance with external laws. Such behavior is not even human, let alone Christian. It does matter how we conduct ourselves at Liturgy and in life. Jesus isn’t saying anything goes and pure spontaneity should reign. That’s a recipe for chaos. He is saying that just because something (or someone) appears holy, seems holy, sounds holy, feels holy, it ain’t necessarily so. There is such a thing as counterfeit and Jesus saw the Pharisees (certainly not all of them, but enough to generalize) as counterfeits, hypocrites, pretenders. When we turn that spotlight on ourselves we can certainly see how easy it is to fall into the Pharisee trap. While we may not have polished and refined these hypocritical instincts to the level of art (as have the ones Jesus knew) we can see there is a lot of pretense, posturing, bluffing and blustering in our lives and all in the name of holy religion, that we would at least be among those in the line-up to be identified as counterfeiters or Pharisees. Jesus condemns nothing more clearly and more often than hypocrisy. Would that it were absent from our church, our leaders and our own lives!

Key Notions

1. People in authority are just as susceptible to hypocrisy as anyone else, even more so.

2. Hypocrisy spells a disconnect between what one says and what one does.

3. Preoccupation with titles, tassels and trivia leads to hypocrisy and irrelevance, a condition Jesus wants his church to avoid.

4. The remedy for hypocrisy is humility.

Food For Thought

1. Irrelevance: Jesus had a great sense of humor, no doubt because humor is perspective and Jesus had the eternal perspective on time-bound reality. We would have expected some record of Jesus seeing the humor in the Pharisees, with all their public show of piety, their condescension, their nit picking and hair slitting. However, we get no indication from the gospels that Jesus saw anything humorous about Pharisaic posturing. These folks were the religious people of their day; at least, that’s what they believed. Instead, Jesus condemns Pharisaism rather harshly and rather often in the gospels. He does not see it as merely a bunch of pompous asses making fools of themselves for all to see, all the while thinking they are being (or pretending to be) pious. Surely, many people were laughing at them, if only behind their backs. No, Jesus saw the dangers in Pharisaism and he didn’t want any of it in his (subsequent) church. Their brand of religion- specializing in trivia, albeit religious trivia- leads to irrelevance. It is a religion for the upper and middle classes, a luxury they can afford. It is not a religion for the poor, the oppressed, the diseased, the marginalized. Even the upper and middle classes eventually become bored with trivia. Like the once popular game, Trivial Pursuits, people will embrace religion because it is interesting, even fascinating, and eventually either become bored with it or obsessed with learning how to play it better, obsessed with details. Like the quiz shows on TV, people will become rather addicted to these trivial questions and answers and play along. Now, we know that the “knowledge” adept game-show players exhibit (and board game players) is trivial. It’s facts, figures, names, titles, dates. It is data, superficial knowledge at best. It is not really learning and certainly not wisdom. Jesus did not want his church or people to reduce his message to trivial matters or pursuits and make him irrelevant to the world. If people are to reject him, it should be because they heard his message and rejected it, not the distortions of it, not the accumulated substitutes for it, not the irrelevant and trivial distractions from it. Being a hypocrite is bad enough, but then parading it around under the cloak of authentic Christianity is much, much worse.

2. Legalism: The church (which means the people in it) is always in danger of backsliding into a legalistic approach to religion. That is because the church (meaning the people in it, as well as the people who run it) is always in danger of hypocrisy. On the surface, legalism looks strict and some people can be fooled into thinking that stricter is holier. Legalism is a substitute, and a poor one at that, for real relationship(s). This is true even in marriage. When the relationship starts to come undone the two parties resort to legalistic quotes, reminding the partner that he or she is not living up to his or her obligations. Legal language starts to dominate their conversations, moving from “Whose responsibility is it (to do this or that)?” to “Who’s fault is it?” When religious language and conversation contains a lot of legal words and sentences we can be sure that laws are replacing relationship, interpersonal relationship. Hypocrisy is not far behind. Who can deny that much of the religious language we hear in church and elsewhere is not predominantly legalistic? That indicates that what Jesus is saying to us today needs to be listened to. We do have too many titles, insignia, places of honor for “special” people, etc. It is not that these things are present (we will never eliminate them from religious life) but that they are predominant. Put them all together and they spell hypocrisy. People stop listening to hypocrites. They (we) hurt the church, no matter how important to it we might convince ourselves we are.
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