
Christ Church Cathedral  Sept 1 2024, 14th Sunday after Trinity 

 

Fr Tom Layden SJ, Ecumenical Canon 

 

 When I was a theology student in Toronto in the late 1980s, a 
parishioner often invited a group of us to her apartment for an evening 
meal. She was a senior nurse who had worked in hospitals in England 
and South Africa before coming to Canada. On our arrival, there was a 
ritual that always took place. We went straight to the bathroom to 
thoroughly wash our hands in warm water and  soap under her 
supervision. Her years in nursing had alerted her to the necessity of 
good hand washing hygiene. It was just so important. She feared that 
we, young as we were at the time, might be tempted to neglect it. Or to 
sit lightly to it. She had seen the consequences of carelessness in this 
area. And was therefore taking no chances. She was determined about 
this. But determined in a friendly and good humored  way. 

 

I often think of her and especially when I hear this morning's gospel 
story. But I believe there was an essential difference between her and 
the certain Pharisees in this morning's gospel story. She was no less 
committed to her position than they were. But she was not delighting 
in fault finding as they seem to have been. She was not trying to catch 
us out or pass judgement on us. She simply wanted to protect us from 
illness and disease of which she had seen too much. She was more like 
a kindly older sister than a harsh critic or a severe judge. We knew she 
had our best interests at heart. 

 



When I reflect on the washing rituals in the time of Jesus, it seems to 
me that they served two purposes. They promoted good health and 
sensible hygiene. And carrying them out was a reminder to people of 
the special relationship between God and the chosen people and God’s 
accompaniment of them in all the  moments of their life's journey as 
individuals and as a people. 

 

The problem in today's gospel is that certain Pharisees weaponise 
them, turn them into an end in themselves and use them to attack the 
followers of Jesus in a simpliste and crude way. Also in a naïve way. 

 

Washing is important indeed essential  but no ritual can deal with the 
desires that live in the human heart. The varied desires. The desires to 
serve neighbour, look after ones family, promote the common good, to 
honour the gift of creation and be responsible stewards of the earth 
and make the world a better place for all especially those most left out 
and overlooked. That is one set of desires. But there is another set as 
Jesus tells those listening to him. Those negative desires. To take 
advantage of others, to use them selfishly, to disrespect the mystery of 
the human person, to disrespect people's relationships and homes, to 
fail to do unto others what we would want done to ourselves. 

 

No amount of ritual or cleansing practice can contend effectively with 
this invisible reality lurking in the human heart. No amount of fidelity to 
washing hands is going to be able to address this. The Pharisees are 
harsh in their judgement of Jesus' disciples. They have difficulty in 
seeing that they too have ambivalent hearts. They are not immune 
from that capacity for relentless selfishness that lurks in every human 



heart. They and we are as much a part of the problem of the 
ambivalence of the human heart as we might hope to be part of the 
solution. 

 

But there is hope for them and for us. That hope lies not in any ritual 
practice but in relationship. In our relationship with God and with Jesus. 
We think of how Jesus in the gospels responded to Zaccheus, to the 
Syro-Phoenician woman concerned about her daughter, to the 
synagogue official, to the Roman centurion, to the woman at the well, 
to the woman with the  longstanding haemorrhage. There are so many 
examples. Each of us will have our own favourites. When people came 
to him as they were in the totality of their being, not wearing a mask or 
hiding behind a role or a practice, Jesus responded in a way that 
brought healing, recognition, new life, a new beginning, a fresh start. 
We are invited today to relate with the Lord as we are in the reality of 
our humanity and in the variety of  our personalities confident that he 
will respond in a way which will help us to bring forward the most noble 
desires in our hearts and to liberate us from the less noble one. 

 

 We are familiar with the words of the prayer we call the grace. May 
the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the fellowship of 
the Holy Spirit be with us all evermore. It is indeed the grace of Our 
Lord that makes all the difference. The help he gives us freely out of his 
love for us. It is this grace that enables us to be his disciples. This grace 
and not any ritual practice we follow. In the past week we celebrated 
the feast of St Augustine, the great teacher of grace in the Western 
Church. It was he who spoke of the world as a hospital in which we are 
all the patients and Jesus Christ is the physician. I don’t want to be too 
hard on those certain Pharisees but their problem was that they had 



difficulty in seeing themselves as the patients. They saw others as 
patients but not themselves. 

 As we gather to celebrate our Sunday Eucharist here in Christ Church 
this morning, may we, recognising our own sickness and divided hearts, 
look towards Christ the Doctor and his grace which heals us, makes us 
whole and orients us towards service of neighbour and the promotion 
of justice in our fractured world. May that grace accompany us on each 
stage of our journey through history. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


