Published on National Catholic Reporter (https://www.ncronline.org)
September 6, 2006 at 1:23pm

Twenty-second Sunday in Ordinary Time
by Thomas Gumbleton
The Peace Pulpit

Perhaps you're aware of the speech that [U.S. Defense] Secretary [Donald] Rumsfeld gave earlier this
week to a convention of the American Legion. It was a speech in which he was very harsh on critics of
the war [in Iraq] and critics of the policy of the President and his administration. In fact, he went so far as
to charge that people who are critics of the war and of President Bush, are guilty of what he said "is moral
and intellectual confusion." President Bush himself, didn't use the same words but yesterday, in his radio
speech, he repeated practically the same idea: If you're not for the policy of this government, you're
morally confused, or you're intellectually confused.

Now of course, Mr. Rumsfeld early in the week -- President Bush should have known by yesterday -could not be aware that this very week the Pentagon was giving a report that indicates that over the last
quarter of this year, the violence, the killing, the suffering of the people of Iraq has escalated beyond
anything that it has reached before. This means there are thousands, when you add it all up, there are
hundreds of thousands in fact, of people in Iraq who have suffered, died, who right now are without
electricity, without clean water, who are homeless, without jobs, who are desperately poor. Last Sunday I
read a report as you may recall from a person who wrote to me from Baghdad, "it's a hellish situation."
Even the Pentagon reported that this week.
Probably President Bush and Mr. Rumsfeld were not aware that this week, the Census Bureau would
publish a five year report on what has happened to people in our country. Economically, we have a larger
number of poor people -- and that number has grown in the last four years -- than we've had in many,
many decades. The report about the city of Detroit was especially devastating. The number of poor people

in our city has gone up dramatically; there's about a quarter of a million people in this city who live below
the poverty line, which means they have less than $19,000 for a family of four. The number of children in
Detroit who are in poverty, it's almost 50 percent, almost one out of two kids in Detroit is in poverty,
which means they are not getting enough to eat, they're not getting good health care, they're not getting
good education.
It's a disaster. You might have to asked, "who is morally, intellectually confused"? Those who set the
priorities for our country? Or those who happen to listen to what our scriptures tell us today? This is
where we'll get moral clarity.
Again President Bush and Mr. Rumsfeld could not have dreamed, I suppose, that this very week, while
they're talking about who's intellectually and morally confused, God's scripture speaks about what is true
religion. James says it very clearly: What is true religion? It's to take care of those who are most
vulnerable, the widows and the orphans, the poor. That's true religion.
It's reinforced by the other lessons today, that first lesson from the Book of Deuteronomy, where Moses is
speaking to the people, it says, "Listen Israel, hear now the norms and laws that you may teach them and
put them into practice and you will live and enter and take possession of the land which Yahweh the God
of your ancestors gives you." He goes on then to speak to them about what is the real law of God, and he
describes how if you adhere to this law, God is close to you. Well, of course it's: "Love God with your
whole heart, your whole soul and all your mind and strength and love your neighbor as yourself." There is
nothing in it about doing violence to people, killing people, depriving people of what they need to live.
We don't often, I think, reflect on the psalm response that we sing after the first reading, but today it's
especially helpful to reflect a little bit more upon it, because it too tells us what is true religion and where
you are going to find moral clarity. "Oh God, who will dwell in your house and reside on your holy
mountain." In other words, who's going to be close to God? Those who walk blamelessly and do what is
just. Making it happen so that everyone has a chance to share in the goods of the earth that God gave for
all. Those who speak truth from their hearts, who don't dissemble and give false claims of progress in a
war that is so evil. Those who control their words and who do no harm to their neighbors. Those are the
ones that are close to God. Those who look down on evildoers but highly esteem God's servants, who at
all cost stand by a pledged word. Those that do all this, will never be shaken; they are the ones who are
close to God, who are practicing true religion.
Of course, St. James, makes it very clear, I've mentioned already. In the sight of God, true, blameless
religion lies in helping the orphans and widows in their need and keeping oneself from the world's
corruption.
Jesus, of course in the Gospel lesson, is also pointing out to us what is true religion. He's saying it's being
careful of what is really important. What had happened is that the Pharisees, the teachers of the law who
are described in the Gospel, they come from a tradition where - it was with good intentions -- that the
teachers of the law had built up a series of traditions, human laws, which were like a fence around the law
of God. In other words, if you obeyed the human laws, then for sure you would never violate God's law.
But then over a period of time, those traditions became all important, and what they were trying to protect
was lost. That's why the Pharisees, the scribes, the teachers, would be so concerned about the fact that
Jesus' disciples didn't do all the ritual purification that the law, the human law, required. But as Jesus
pointed out, they were forgetting the heart of it all, the basic truth about what is God's law: "Love God
with your whole heart, your whole soul, your whole mind and all your strength and love your neighbor."
That's what's all important. And that's where we're failing.
When we carry on war against our neighbors, when we deprive the poor in our midst of what they need

for a full human life, then surely we're not practicing true religion.
But as we reflect on this, it's important that we not simply think of ourselves, well of course now, we are
morally superior; we know what is right and we know what is God's law, and we know it forbids killing
and violence and so on. No, we can't think of ourselves as morally superior, because we have to listen
again, very carefully, to what James says: "Be doers of the word, it's not enough just to know what God
teaches, but we have to act on it."
Advertisement
That means, it seems to me, that we have to be more active in trying to oppose the violence and the killing
that our country is carrying out. We have to be much more active in trying to change legislation. When
the Congress comes back, they're going to debate again a minimum wage law. You see the poor people in
our country are not just people who are not working. They are people working full time getting paid the
minimum wage, which comes to $10,712 a year if you work full time. That's about half of the level of
poverty for a family of four. There's a current piece of legislation that will raise that minimum wage up to
$7.25 over a three year period. It failed before the Congress broke for the summer recess. It was a good
thing it failed, because the Republicans had added to the bill a tax relief for the richest of the people in our
country that in over 10 years would cost a trillion dollars. This is absolutely evil. It just seems so
incredibly evil that we let this kind of thing go on. And so when the Congress comes back, we have to do
something, each of us, to try to make sure that our representatives in that Congress and in the Senate vote
for what is just and what is right.
We have to be doers of the word. Tomorrow we have an opportunity. Poor people in our neighborhood
will be here for their meal, and many of us are going to serve that meal. Many of us have supplied what
will be served. That's a good thing. In that way, we are doers of the Word. And I'm thankful that we do it,
but again, we have to go beyond that. We have to change legislation, we have to change priorities in this
country, if we're really going to be doers of the Word.
True religion and reaching out to the poor. True religion is loving God with your whole heart, mind and
soul and loving your neighbor as yourself. We must, each of us, become a doer of the Word of God and
live true religion. Each day we carry out true religion with all of our minds and hearts and strength.
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