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22nd Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year B
Going to the Heart
Once again in the Gospels, Jesus seems to dodge an argument.  He never does respond to the Pharisees about the washing of hands.  Instead, he talks more generally about food and ritual defilement.  But even in this apparent evasion, Jesus is making his point.  By discussing what truly defiles a person, Jesus is reminding his audience what is most important.  He reminds them that the heart is the source of all defilement and of all cleanness.  
The prophets made that point over and over again.  They reminded Israel that moral defilement was a greater problem that ritual defilement.  The prophets challenged Israel to check their hearts for the source of the evils in their nation.  Through Ezekiel, God even promised to take away their stony hearts and to give them natural hearts (11:19).  That was the only way to really turn them away from sin—by going to the source of all defilement and making it a source for all cleanness.  

Jesus repeated that message for his contemporaries, and he repeats it for us too.  Go to the heart, he says, to find out what defiles us or makes us clean.  Go to the heart to find the source of misery or joy in our lives.  Go to the heart to find the source of our confusion or peace. 
So often we want to look outward to explain why we sin, why we are miserable, or why we are confused.  Situations are important, but not as important as the disposition of our heart.  That is why the same situation can lead one person to sin, to despair, or to feel anxious while another person feels peace, hope, and acts virtuously.  The disposition of the heart—the person’s attitude in suffering—is what makes the difference.  
Saints and holy people remind us of this by their lives.  For the last years of her life, St. Therese the Little Flower was in complete physical and emotional agony.  She no longer felt God’s presence and her body was decaying from disease.  Yet most sisters in her convent had no idea of her torment because she always wore a smile and praised God even until her last breath.  The world was shocked to learn a few years ago that Mother Theresa of Calcutta felt no joy in prayer for the last several decades of her life.  To see her, nobody could tell.  Pope John Paul II once had his hand slammed in a car door.  Of all the words he could have shouted out, his only exclamation was “Lord, thank you for loving me in this way.”

The disposition of our heart is the true source of sin or holiness in our lives.  Just being aware of this is the first step to changing ourselves.  The next time we feel anger, misery, despair, or anxiety, we need to take a step back before we respond.  We need to realize that ultimately we are responsible for all the words we speak and all the actions we do.  We need to ask Christ to work on our hearts and ask the saints for the same disposition they have.  May this Eucharist today soften our stony hearts and make them a source of cleanness, peace, and joy in our lives.  
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