Synopsis: O T XXXI Sunday (Nov 5) Homily on Matthew 23:1-12
Introduction: The central theme of today‟s readings is a strong invitation and
challenge to render humble, selfless, diligent, committed and loving service to
others in the community without expecting honor or rewards. Today‟s Gospel is a
warning against hypocrisy and status-seeking, given to the early Church and to our
own Church communities.
Scripture lessons summarized: In the first reading, the prophet Malachi
condemns the irresponsible, proud and lazy priests of his day. In the second
reading, St. Paul presents himself as an ideal example of servant leadership in
a serving Christian community. In today‟s Gospel, Jesus offers a word of
judgment against contemporary religious leaders who are more concerned about
self-promotion than service to others. Christ-like leadership calls for integrity and
honesty from all those in authority, whether priests, parents, teachers or
politicians. There should be in leaders no double standards. Rather, there should
grow a deep sense of equality with, and mutual respect between, leaders and those
they rule. Each should seek to serve the other. Service, not status, is the mark of
this new community, and true humility is the only position its members should
seek.
Life messages: 1) We need to become servant leaders in a serving
community: The Church is a servant community in which the hungry are to be
filled; the ignorant are to be taught; the homeless to receive shelter; the sick to be
cared for; the distressed, consoled; and the oppressed, set free so that they may
more fully realize their human potential and more readily enjoy life with
God. Hence, the leaders should have a spirit of humble service in thought, word
and deed. “The measure of a true Christian is not how many servants he has, but
how many men he serves.”
2) We need to live the Faith we profess. Religious people are all too often like the
Pharisees and scribes, laying heavy loads on other people‟s shoulders without
lifting a finger to help them. Instead of judging the poor, we should be serving
them through our efforts for economic justice. Instead of criticizing those of other
races, we should be serving them through our efforts for racial justice. Instead of
ignoring the homeless, we should be serving them through efforts to supply them
with adequate housing. We need to live the Faith we profess. Our Faith tells us
that we are all brothers and sisters, children of the same Heavenly Father. The
only way for us to practice our Faith is to build a human community of love and
justice.

3) We need to learn the art of self-criticism and accept the responsibilities which
go with our titles. Instead of criticizing others for their failures, let us ask whether
we are different from them in discharging our duties in the family and in the parish
community. Let us remember that our titles should remind us of our specific
responsibilities in society and our obligation to discharge them faithfully.
O.T. XXXI MAL 1:14- 2:2, 8-10; I THES 2:7-9, 13; Mt 23:1-12
Anecdotes: 1) Elephantine shock therapy. The story has been told of a lion who
was very proud. He decided to take a walk one day to demonstrate his mastery
over all the other creatures. He strutted his way through the forest until he came
across a bear. “WHO IS THE KING OF THE JUNGLE, BEAR?” “Why of course
you are, mighty lion.” He went on until he found the tiger. “WHO IS THE KING
OF THE JUNGLE, TIGER?” „Why you are, great lion.” Next the lion found the
elephant. “WHO IS THE KING OF THE JUNGLE, ELEPHANT?” The elephant
instantly grabbed the lion with his trunk and spun him around a few times and
slammed him to the ground. He then stepped on him a few times, picked him up
and dunked him in the water and then threw him up against a tree. The lion
staggered to his feet and said, “LOOK, JUST BECAUSE YOU DON‟T KNOW
THE ANSWER, YOU DON‟T HAVE TO GET SO UPSET!‟ The lion was the
one who wasn‟t getting it. He was missing the truth, just as were many of the
scribes and Pharisees and Jewish priests to whom Jesus gives an elephantine shock
treatment in today‟s Gospel.
2) “First President of the U. S. to lose a war.” People do crazy things out of pride.
One of the people whose reputation is being somewhat enhanced by the changes in
the Soviet Union is Nikita Khrushchev. Some of us remember Khrushchev simply
as the man who pounded his shoe on the table at the United Nations and said, "We
will bury you." Actually, Khrushchev was a reformer and a relatively responsible
man. At the time of the Cuban missile crisis, Khrushchev was advised by his
military experts to confront the United States. These advisors felt that the biggest
tragedy would not be a nuclear confrontation but rather a perception by the
Chinese or the Albanians that they were weak. Fortunately, Khrushchev did not
listen to them. He called them maniacs and said, "What good would it have done
me in the last hour of my life to know that, though our great nation and the United
States were in complete ruins, the national honor of the Soviet Union was intact?"
Contrast his attitude with that of a former President of the U. S. who, during the
Vietnam War, was determined not to be the first President of the U. S. to lose a
war. We don't know how many lives were lost because of that attitude. Pride can
be a deadly emotion, and it is not the sole possession of those at the top of society.
In today‟s Gospel, Jesus criticizes the proud Pharisees.

3) Acquired situational narcissism. Someone in our day who has a prideful selfcenteredness, we say, has the disease of Narcissism. The name comes from Greek
mythology and refers to a handsome young man, Narcissus, a proud hunter. He
was the son of the River God Cephissus and the nymph Liroipe and was known for
his physical beauty. Narcissus was arrogant and scorned those who loved him. His
conduct offended Nemesis (the goddess who punished evil deeds, overweening
pride and undeserved good fortune). She drew the young man to a clear poor where
he saw and fell in love with the beauty of the one he saw reflected there. He was
obsessed with the image he saw, neither ate nor drank, and finally died (From
Wikipedia: Narcissus, Nemesis). Both the prophet Malachi in the first reading and
Jesus in today‟s Gospel react strongly against such narcissism among the religious
leaders of their times. Even though most of our religious leaders will never be at
risk for getting Acquired Situational Narcissism, they, too, have the temptation to
become overly self-involved. They, too, sometimes imagine minor-league
celebrity status for themselves and become prima donnas in the office or at Church
or in pubic places. Today‟s Scriptures have a strong warning for them.
Note: 15-Additional anecdotes are uploaded in our website, stjohngrandbay.org
Introduction: A strong invitation to render humble, committed and loving service
to others in the community is the main theme of all three of today's readings.
Scripture lessons summarized: In the first reading, the prophet Malachi
condemns the irresponsible, proud and lazy priests of his day. In the second
reading, St. Paul presents himself as an ideal example of servant leadership in
a serving Christian community. In today‟s Gospel, Jesus offers a word of
judgment against those religious leaders of his day who have been more concerned
with self-promotion than with giving loving service to others. Christ-like
leadership calls for integrity and honesty from all those in authority, whether
priests, parents, teachers or politicians. There should be in leaders no double
standards. Rather, there should grow a deep sense of equality with, and mutual
respect between, leaders and those they rule. Each should seek to serve the
other. Service, not status, is the mark of this new community, and true humility is
the only position its members should seek.
The first reading explained, Malachi 1:14b-2:2b, 8-10: In today's Gospel, Jesus
criticizes the hypocrisy of many religious leaders of his day. The first reading
prepares us for the full force of Jesus‟ warning by showing Malachi pouring out
God‟s curses on the unfaithful priests of his time -- around 450 BC, after Judah's
return from exile in Babylon and the rebuilding of the Temple. The priests of this
period were indifferent to their rituals and their teaching responsibilities, and were

often unfair in the judgments they made about people. Through Malachi, the Lord
God thunders, "You have turned aside from the way and have caused many to
falter by your instruction... You do not keep my ways." Further, the Lord God
emphatically condemns the Temple priests for not teaching His messages and not
carrying out His commands, and He says to them, “I, therefore have made you
contemptible and base before all the people.” Sad to say, many modern clerics of
all denominations have a lot in common with the clerics of Malachi's day. No
wonder so many of our faithful go "outside the system" we've created in order to
discover Who God really IS, and what He really wants of them.
The second Reading explained, 1 Thessalonians 2:7b-9, 13: The itinerant
teachers of religions in those days had a reputation for avarice and pride. That is
why Paul frequently emphasizes his unique leadership style. He tries to convince
the Thessalonians that the message they received was not just human teaching, but
rather the word of God. He reminds them that when he was among them, he was
careful not to “sponge” on them and not even to ask them for his own
livelihood. Unlike the Pharisees and Jewish teachers, Paul wanted to be a
burden to no one, so the Thessalonians ad the rest of Paul‟s communities,
experienced Jesus' love through Paul‟s love. Today, many priests, deacons and
lectors are faithfully, humbly, and generously carrying on Jesus‟ mission to the
world as Paul did, sharing the word of God with those who believe. To do this,
each prays and strives for the zeal and integrity of a life like Paul's, for Jesus‟ and
for Paul‟s kind of leadership (like that of a shepherd for sheep, of or a father for his
children), which nurtures mutual love between him and those to whom speaks and
is matched by loving service to all of them.
Gospel Exegesis: The context: For Jesus in Jerusalem, it was the third day of
what we have come to call “Holy Week.” It was a day of controversy and personal
attacks. Jesus was under fire and lashed out at the religious leaders of Israel for
rejecting him as Messiah. Luke‟s account records three woes Jesus called down
upon the Pharisees and four He called down upon the scribes. Matthew‟s account
arranges these (23:13-36) into a series of seven woes against the "scribes and
Pharisees," whom Jesus calls hypocrites and publicly humbles by telling God‟s
truth about them. The passage in Matthew consists of the seven prophetic woes and
a prophetic lament over the fate of Jerusalem. In Mark‟s Gospel, Jesus denounces
the "scribes" for their pious pretensions, their hunger for status, and their
exploitation of widows. This confrontation looks forward to the bitter conflict
which would arise between Pharisaic Judaism and the Early Church where many of
the faults found in Jesus‟ opponents were present. To some extent, these faults are
still present. In this Gospel incident, then, we are all warned of the danger and

advised strongly to consider our own conduct and attitudes carefully, lest we, too,
suffer these “woes.”
The basis of religious authority. The Jewish religious leaders taught the
continuity of the Faith: God gave Israel the Law through Moses, and appointed
him the Law‟s official teacher. Moses handed this responsibility on to Joshua;
Joshua transmitted it to the elders; the elders passed it down to each next
generation. Meanwhile, the prophets were periodically sent as messengers of God
directly to Israel to remind the chosen people of His promise of Deliverance and to
warn them of the Lord God‟s displeasure with their failures to keep the Law. They
were also instructed to tell Israel of the wrath that would be visited upon the whole
nation unless they all reformed. From these two sources, the scribes and Pharisees
received the Law (Torah) and the authority to teach and interpret it for all
Israel. That is, they held the “seat of Moses," their duty to interpret for the people
the true meaning and application of the written and oral tradition providing the link
to Moses, the lawgiver. Hence, in spite of their personal failings, these scribes and
Pharisees were stewards of a great spiritual treasure and they were to be respected
for their role as official teachers and interpreters of the Torah. Jesus wanted his
disciples to avail themselves of that treasure and to receive from these teachers,
expert counsel on spiritual matters. As a pious Jew, Jesus demanded that his
disciples honor the office that these men occupied and to do what they taught, at
least insofar as their teachings accorded with the Torah, especially observing and
applying the two principles underlying the Ten Commandments. These were the
principle of reverence and respect. This meant that the Disciples of Christ also
should have reverence for God, His name, and His day, for the parents God had
given them and for a man's life, his possessions, and his good name.
Warning to First Century Church and to future Christians: The scribes in the
time of Jesus were like today‟s religious intellectuals, theologians, and professional
lawyers who are adept in applying the Law to everyday life. The Pharisees formed
a fraternity of highly religious laymen who joined together to observe the Mosaic
Law meticulously. Matthew‟s description of Jesus‟ criticism of the scribes and the
Pharisees was mainly directed toward elements within the Judeo-Christian
community, which sought to impose an extremely narrow and burdensome
interpretation of the Torah on the Gentile converts. Jesus‟ condemnations were
meant also as a warning to future Christian leaders about possible abuses of
authority in their own ministry. They were never to say one thing and do
another. Instead, they should faithfully follow their Master‟s teaching and avoid
titles and practices which would imply arrogant superiority which can lead to
hypocrisy. The Holy Spirit, through Matthew‟s account, emphatically reminds us
that Jesus never intended His followers to divide themselves into "clergy and

laity," into "superior and inferior, " but rather intended a community of mutual love
and service in which the leaders and teachers were to be servants of those they led
and taught.
Three sins of the Scribes and Pharisees: Jesus raises three objections to the
Pharisees: they do not practice what they preach, they adopt a very narrow and
burdensome interpretation of the Torah, and they seek public acknowledgment of
their spiritual superiority. (1) "They do not practice what they teach" (v. 3). They
lack integrity of life and fail to practice what they preach. They create a double
standard -- they say one thing and do another. When parents create double
standards by forbidding their children to do what they have no hesitation in doing
themselves, they make the same mistake. (2) “They overburden the ordinary
people” (v. 4). In metaphorical language, Jesus accused Israel's religious
authorities of imposing on the people heavy obligations that were difficult to
obey. The scribes and the Pharisees, in their excessive zeal for God‟s laws, split
the 613 laws of the Torah into thousands of rules and regulations affecting every
movement of the people, thus making the observance of God‟s laws a heavy
burden. Some Pharisaic Scribes distinguished "heavy" or serious commandments
and "light" or less serious commandments. The Jewish theological school led by
the great rabbi Hillel typically favored a broad interpretation, while the other
school headed by Shammai typically favored a strict or narrow
interpretation. Instead of allowing any relaxation, they "built a fence around the
Law." Thus, they failed to realize the truth that when religion becomes a
depressing affair of burdens and prohibitions rather than a source of love, life and
growth, it ceases to be true religion. It dies, and its adherents either leave it to live
or cling to it and die with it. Jesus also condemns the lack of compassion
of religious leaders, shown in their unwillingness to interpret and apply laws in a
way that would make obedience less onerous. By contrast, Jesus offers an easy
yoke, a light burden, and rest for the soul (11:29-30).
(3) "They do all their deeds to be seen by others" (v. 5) As a prophetic
peacemaker, Jesus challenges those who pervert religion into an opportunity to
gain personal honor, glory and power. Jesus accuses the scribes and Pharisees of
seeking the glory that rightly belongs to God. The real goal of the Pharisees was to
dress and act in such a way as to draw attention to themselves instead of glorifying
God. In their misguided zeal for religion, they sought respect and honor for
themselves rather than for God. They expressed their love of honor in several
ways, thereby converting Judaism into a religion of ostentation.
(i) "They make their phylacteries broad and their fringes long" (v. 5). In order to
fulfill the instruction, “The commandments of God shall be to you as a sign on
your hand, and a memorial between your eyes” (Ex 13:9), the Jews wore tefillin or

phylacteries. These were small leather boxes containing four Scripture passages,
including part of the Shema prayer (Dt 6:4-9), which were strapped on the wrist
and the forehead. The Pharisees, in order to draw attention to themselves, not only
wore phylacteries, but wore especially large ones in order to demonstrate their
obedience to the Law and their exemplary piety. In Nm 15:37-41 and in Dt 22:12,
we read that God commanded his people to make tassels or fringes on the four
corners of their garments, so that when they looked at them they might remember
the commandments of God and their obligation to keep them. The Pharisees
made large, showy tassels meant to draw public attention to themselves.
(ii) They "love to have the place of honor at banquets and the best seats in the
synagogues" (v 6). The Pharisees liked to be given the principal places at meals,
on the left and on the right of the host. In the synagogue, the front seats actually
faced the entire congregation, much as the chair of the priest does in churches
today. The Pharisees chose those front seats facing the congregation in the
synagogues and conducted themselves throughout the service with an
exaggerated piety which the congregation could not fail to notice.
(iii) They "love to be greeted with respect in the marketplaces and to have people
call them rabbi" (v 7). The Pharisees liked to be addressed as "Rabbi" and to be
treated with a respect greater than that given to parents, claiming that, as religious
teachers, they were the ones who gave men eternal life while the parents gave
only physical life. They liked to be called “father,” as Elisha called Elijah (2Kgs
2:12), and they liked to be known as the fathers of the Faith. Jesus insists that the
Christian should remember that he has one teacher only -- Christ; and one Father
only -- God. In its Aramaic form, the word Abba, "Father," expresses Jesus'
unique relationship with God, a sacred Name that is every believer's privilege to
use by right of Baptism. "Avoid being called teachers." The terms master/teacher
apply only to the Messiah, the sole spiritual director and guide of our
conscience. In this regard, those who object to calling Catholic priests "Father"
should note that Paul and other early Christian writers thought of themselves as
fathers to their congregations (1 Corinthians 4:14-15; John 2:18).
Matthew‟s account suggests that in the first century Church a Christian caste
system was starting to emerge, with leaders beginning to wear distinctive clothes
and demand titles like Rabbi, Teacher, Father, and Master. According to the
evangelist‟s account, any religious stratification runs counter to Jesus'
teachings. Jesus condemns the coveting of titles, distinctive clothes, places of
honor and marks of public respect. Such demands on the part of leaders make it
impossible for the community to truly experience Jesus. "The greatest among
you," he reminds his community, "must be your servant. Whoever exalts himself
will be humbled; but whoever humbles himself will be exalted." What is implied

in each of Jesus' statements about the Pharisees is that Christian leaders should do
the opposite. They should practice what they preach, follow Jesus in lightening the
yoke of the Torah (see Mt 11:28-30), seek to forego claims to honor from other
human beings (see Mt 6:1, 3, 6, 18), and prefer lower status to lording it over
others.
Life messages: 1) We need to become servant leaders in a serving
community: The Church is a servant community in which the hungry are to be
filled; the ignorant are to be taught; the homeless to receive shelter; the sick to be
cared for; the distressed, consoled; and the oppressed, set free. In this way, men
may more fully realize their human potential and more readily enjoy life with
God. Hence, leaders should have a spirit of humble service in thought, word and
deed. “The measure of a true Christian is not how many servants he has, but how
many men he serves.”
2) We need to live the Faith we profess. Religious people are all too often like
the Pharisees, laying heavy loads on other people‟s shoulders without lifting a
finger to budge them. Instead of judging the poor, we should be serving them both
by helping to meet their needs and by working for and with them, practicing
economic justice. Instead of criticizing those of other races, we should value them
for their gifts, treat them as our brothers and sisters, and promote racial justice by
our attitudes and in our speech. Instead of ignoring the homeless, we should be
serving them through efforts to supply them with adequate housing. We need to
live the Faith we profess. Our faith tells us that we are all brothers and sisters,
children of the same Heavenly Father. The way to live this Faith is to help build a
human community of love and justice, one deed at a time; the first step in doing
this is to acknowledge our failings and ask God for help to do better.
3) We need to learn the art of self-criticism: It is easy to read today's Gospel and
start pointing fingers at others. Of course, I can point a criticizing finger at all the
officials I know, political, religious or otherwise. But let me ask the question: am I
so different from them? It is important that I see how this applies in my own
life. The Gospel is addressed to ME. How touchy am I about the way people treat
me, especially if I have some title or responsibility, even if it is just that of a parent
or teacher? Respect cannot be demanded -- it must be earned.
4) We need to accept the responsibilities which go with our titles. Are today's
readings trying to tell us that there should be no differences among us and we
should drop all titles and honors? Actually, all such titles and polite forms are
meant to remind each of us of our specific responsibilities in society. Each of us
has a name, an identity and a personality. Today‟s readings remind us that
whatever we are and have is not simply a birthright, but a gift given to us by God,

a loving Father. In addition, the fruitful use of everything we are and have owes
very much to the generosity and care of our loving neighbors for us. St. Francis of
Assisi ceaselessly reminded his friars that if they could boast about anything as
their own, it was their sins. Hence, let us use everything we are and have in a way
that brings glory to God and His family.
JOKE OF THE WEEK- (Shock treatment for the proud)
1) A horrible mistake: “Father, I have a besetting sin, and I want your help. I come
to church on Sunday and can‟t help thinking I‟m the prettiest girl in the
congregation. I know I ought not to think that, but I can‟t help it. I want you to
help me with it." The pastor replied, "Mary, don‟t worry about it. In your case it‟s
not a sin. It‟s just a horrible mistake."
2) Big grasshoppers: On a vacation to Australia, a Texas farmer meets an Aussie
farmer and starts talking to him about his farm. The Aussie takes him to see his
big wheat field, but the Texan isn‟t impressed. "We have wheat fields that are
twice as large as this one," he told the Aussie. The Aussie farmer drives him
around the ranch and shows off his big herd of cattle. "Oh, our longhorns are at
least twice as big as these," the Texan bragged. The Aussie farmer is getting
frustrated, when the Texan suddenly notices a herd of kangaroos hopping across a
field. "What on earth are those?" he asks. The Aussie turns to him with a
mischievous smile. "Don‟t you have any big grasshoppers like this in Texas?"
3) “You and I both know you ain‟t." When Harry Truman was thrust into the
presidency by the death of Franklin Delano Roosevelt, his closest friend Sam
Rayburn took him aside. "From here on out, you‟re going to have lots of people
around you. They‟ll try to put up a wall around you and cut you off from any ideas
but theirs. They‟ll tell you what a great man you are, Harry. But you and I both
know you ain‟t."
4) "Yankee, that ain‟t nothin.” A Texas rancher met up with a Wisconsin dairy
farmer. The two men began talking about their land and the milkman told the
cattleman that he operated his business on 125 acres. The Texan scoffed at such a
small parcel of land. He said, "Yankee, that ain‟t nothin‟. On my ranch I can get
in my truck at sunrise and I won‟t reach the fence line of my property until
sunset." The dairy farmer snorted, "Yeah, I used to have an old truck like that."
5) “You don‟t need a life jacket.” A sailor once took a group of young people
boating for the day. One young man bragged the whole way about all he knew
about the sea. Every time the sailor began to give instructions this young man
would interrupt with his supposed knowledge. After some time, a squall blew
up. The sailor began to hand out lifejackets. “Where‟s mine?” cried the know-it-

all. “Don‟t worry son,” replied the old sailor. “You don‟t need a life jacket. With
a head as full of hot air as yours, you will float forever!”

