Once upon a time at a restaurant, a young boy was allowed to go to the restroom by himself. His parents watched him head off on his own. He was growing up so fast, they thought! But when he did not return right away, the father went to see what had happened. He found him waiting by the sink. “What are you waiting for?” the father asked. “For some employees to come in,” the boy answered, as he pointed to the sign above the sink, which read: “Employees: must wash your hands.”
Today’s gospel begins with an issue over unclean hands. The Jewish rituals of purification had gone beyond hands to include kettles, pots and even beds. Jesus uses this as a powerful teaching moment, inviting us to look more deeply at what is truly clean and unclean.
In the 1st reading we hear Moses give the Israelites the Commandments of God, and then say to them, “you shall not add to what I command you nor subtract from it.”  The Torah, or Law of God, focused on those laws that truly expressed and protected the relationship between God and humankind, as well as the relationships between all peoples. However, by the time of Jesus, the Pharisees and Scribes, the so called experts of Jewish Law, had added a multiplicity of rules and regulations, which eventually came to be considered as carrying the same weight as the Law of God. These traditions regulated all aspects of Jewish religious practice, some as minute and insignificant as how much water must be used in order for a ritual washing to be  considered acceptable. 
It was because of this that Jesus comes into conflict with the Pharisees in today’s gospel. Jesus made the point that purity cannot be imposed from without, or achieved by some external means. No matter how scrupulous one may be in cleansing his hands or food, kettles or jugs, holiness and purity cannot be achieved that way. Jesus quotes the prophet Isaiah and calls such attempts at holiness as “lip service” and “empty reverence” that equates human traditions with the Commandments of God.

The law involves more than our conforming to a certain standard of external behavior. The law requires our interior conversion. The true purity of heart and holiness of our living and life must grow from within. Therefore, for a person to be pure and holy, the heart must be filled with the word of God. That word must take root deep within, and it must guide and inspire one’s every thought, word and deed.
Jesus’ conflict with the Pharisees is not because he undervalues the Jewish Law, but because he understands that this Law is primarily about love and freedom, and that its ritual elements are all subordinate to this primary concern. The inherent danger in all ritual observance is that it can foster pride and lead to a sense of superiority in contrast to those who seem, in our opinion, at least, to be less observant. The result is an attitude of self-righteousness and a tendency to be judgmental in regard to others.
Jesus does not condemn ritual observance, which today would mean frequent reception of the sacraments and devotion to prayer. What he does condemn is a religious observance that is limited to the external aspects and does not include that for which the rituals exist, namely, conversion of one’s heart from pride and self-centeredness to loving concern and compassion for others.

Today’s gospel speaks to all of us who are truly serious about the requirements of religious observance. For us, the Pharisees serve as clear examples of the grave danger of careful, but superficial observance. We may be scrupulously concerned with all kinds of pious practices, but at the same time we may be seriously lacking in compassion and forgiveness. We may well be, like the Pharisees, self-righteous and judgmental. Such a situation provides us with the illusion of virtue, but is in fact, far removed from the deep, personal conversion preached by Jesus.
In the beatitudes Jesus said, “blessed are the clean of heart for they will see God.”  A conversion of the heart means that we have discovered that all goodness comes from the love of God for us. This leads to genuine prayer of praise and gratitude, as well as a real desire to share this gift with others. It is such people who will excel in generosity and tolerance and thoughtfulness. And in their praise and gratitude they will truly fulfill the ideals of the Divine Law.
This sharing with others of what we have received is brought out in today’s 2nd reading from St. James where we hear: “Humbly welcome the word that has been planted in you and is able to save souls. Be doers of the word and not hearers only, deluding yourselves. Religion that is pure and undefiled before God and the Father is this: to care for orphans and widows in their affliction and to keep oneself unstained by the world.” In other words, we have to do more than just “talk the talk,” we have to also, “walk the walk.”
Today’s gospel reminds us that we are not made clean by keeping all the rules and laws. It is impossible for we are too dirty, because we live in a world that is too dirty, a world filled with the sins that come “from within the deep recesses of the heart; unchastity, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, licentiousness, envy, blasphemy, arrogance, folly.” But we are made clean through faith, which is a free gift of God’s grace. It is something we receive, not something we achieve. And, since this type of conversion is a gift from God, then there is no reason for us having any pride in achieving it.

God continues to call out to each of us. It’s a call to something greater, and something holier. It’s a call to an ongoing conversion – a call that demands a response, an action, or a reaction. It’s a call to do, not just to hear. If we truly listen to that call, and hear it “with the ear of the heart,” perhaps the great work of living can become a labor of love.
Therefore, on this Labor Day weekend let our prayer be: “Lord Jesus, the Gospel speaks, and we receive your light, your love, your own command. O help live what we believe in daily work of heart and hand.”
