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Life is like a supermarket. You can take whatever you like off the shelves, but at the end you must pass through the check-out desk and pay the price. And there is no shoplifting!

The laws of God, the wisdom of God, help us to choose wisely from the shelves of life’s goods. They guide us so we may not be deceived by misleading packaging, empty promises and worldly pomps, nor trade our substance for what will destroy us.

This weekend’s readings focus upon the theme of law – its use and abuse – in Deuteronomy and Mark chapter 7.

Let us begin with the former. Since the Exodus from Egypt, Moses has led Israel through the wilderness for forty years. Now he senses that his death is close. He sets himself to teach the younger generation – the new Israelites, who witnessed neither the Passover nor the miraculous giving of the law upon Sinai. 

Scholars tell us that the Book of Deuteronomy was probably edited in its final form about the sixth century BC. That does not prohibit it from containing original material from the Exodus itself (c 1250 BC), passed down through the centuries by oral tradition from grandparents to parents to children to grandchildren.


Moses begins by summarising the history of the Israelites since their experience at Mount Sinai. They have battled with Og the King of Bashan, and Sihon King of the Amorites, and emerged victorious. Some of the Jewish tribes have already taken possession of Transjordania. 


Moses wants them to understand their history as a tribe, so that they will carry out God expects of them in His Covenant.


“Hear, O Israel, the statutes and decrees which I am teaching you to observe, that you may live, that you may enter in and take possession of the land which the LORD, the God of your fathers, is giving you.” (Deut 4:1)


Observance of God’s Covenant and laws leads to many blessings. Disregard of them leads to failure and disaster.


Moses mentions in passing the Israelites “who followed the Baal of Peor” (see Numbers 25:1-10). Some of the Israelites were seduced by Moabite women into sexual relations, and into worship of the Moabite gods – in particular the fertility god Baal of the mountains of Pe’or. In consequence many of these unfaithful Israelites died of the plague: “Yahweh your God has destroyed all those of you who followed the Baal of Peor.”  The punishment for idolatry and reneging on the Covenant is death. 

Moses is evidently talking to the survivors.

The key idea is that of the Holiness of Yahweh and His closeness to Israel: “For what great nation is there that has gods so close to it as the LORD, our God, is to us whenever we call upon Him?” Israel is unique among all the peoples of the earth, because God is so close to her.  One day the other races will come and exclaim: “No other people is as wise and prudent as this great nation.”

This wisdom which Israel enjoys comes directly from God, through the Law. The Law was given to Moses amidst the fire and thunder and earthquake of the theophany upon Sinai. The people waiting at the foot of the mountain were terrified. They learnt that “fear of the Lord” which is the beginning of wisdom. 


Thereafter the Presence of God was continually with them. In the Tent of Meeting Moses spoke with God as a man speaks to a man, face to face. Previously they had been guided by a pillar of fire by night, and a pillar of cloud by day.


Later they constructed the Ark of the Covenant in which were enshrined the Tablets of the Law. This was both a symbol of the Divine Presence and its reality. When Solomon’s Temple was first consecrated, and the Ark enthroned upon the golden cherubim, the glory of God in smoke and cloud filled the Temple. 


The Law therefore flowed directly from Israel’s communion with Yahweh. When they lived and worshipped as the Covenant prescribed, they were close to God. The prophets in a special way shared His thoughts and mind. They understood something of His great plan of salvation for humanity.

Christians are the New Israel, the people of the New Covenant. The new Temple is the Body of Christ, the Church formed by the Eucharist. When we grow close to God in the Eucharist and by obedience in life, then we can speak about His will in the Law. When a people is close to the living God, it gains insight into His wisdom, His laws.



For Jews and Muslims perhaps, even for some Christians, God seems afar off, in heaven not upon earth. Agnostics and secularists doubt both His existence and His relevance. But as Catholics we know that “God is with us” in Emmanuel, in the bread come down from heaven. He is close to us. He speaks through His Church to the world. This is what we have experienced.  


It seems to me that Catholic moral teaching needs always to be presented within this framework of our closeness to the living God. The Holiness of God demands that His people too lead holy lives. 


If we try to argue for Christian ethics without bringing God into the matter, the moral law can appear as a sometimes arbitrary and unjust burden. It is challenging and at times uncomfortable, in an age where ease is all.

The concept of law has had a bad press. Marx alleged that laws were made by the rich to keep down the poor. Stronger races often enacted laws in order to subjugate weaker peoples: think of those laws forbidding a Welshman from staying overnight in Chester and Edward I’s castle colonies of North Wales. Totalitarian systems showed a travesty of the use of law, which has spread a general distrust of authority and government.

In our own day we see right and wrong being “decided” by horse-trading in Parliament between various party-political lobbies. While Parliament surely has a proper role in promulgating human positive law, it has no power whatsoever to alter divine natural law, the moral law. Frequently it fails to discern the issues at stake not only for the future of the nation but, even more so, for the salvation of souls. 

St Thomas Aquinas describes the natural law as God’s eternal law mediated to or shared by the rational human creature. With the use of reason we manage to elaborate the natural law  - common to all humanity – as a systematic set of true propositions. 

St Thomas classifies these propositions into three grades:

1. Self-evident truths (per se nota) or primary precepts which are obvious but not demonstrable e.g. We should do good and avoid evil. Do unto others as you would have them do to you (the Golden Rule). Do evil unto no man. Love God and love your neighbour. As examples of the good we should foster he mentions life itself, the union of male and female for the procreation and education of children, knowing the truth about God, fellowship and friendship with other persons. These are written in the human heart and can never be obliterated from the mind.

2. Proximate conclusions:  More precise precepts flowing from the first, which the natural reason of every man "immediately and with a modicum of consideration" understands and judges correctly e.g. Do not kill, Do not commit adultery, and the other exceptionless norms of the Ten Commandments. In a few consciences this understanding may be perverted by sin, bad habits, or by living in a corrupt society, but the vast majority of mankind concur.
3. More remote conclusions: These truths about human action are known only "by the more subtle consideration of reason." They are reached only by the wise and the holy, in whom the virtue of prudence is perfected. Those who are not perfect in virtue should be prepared to learn them from the wise. Think, for example, of the Church’s critique of in-vitro fertilisation, research using embryonic stem-cells, or the condoms and AIDS question. This is where the consensus of the teaching Church comes more into play.


The Church is an “expert in humanity” precisely because “what great nation is there that has gods so close to it as the LORD, our God, is to us whenever we call upon Him?”

In the Gospel, Jesus opposes the Pharisees for their undue attachment to the tiny regulations of the law, at the expense of the broader principles of justice, mercy, generosity, kindness.


They have built a fence around the written letter of the Law, but they have not grown in communion with the living God. Their religion has become an affair of the mind, of casuistry and clever arguments, instead of an encounter with God Himself. This is always a danger of the academic and the religious world. Theology cannot be divorced from prayer and Christian obedience. Theology without Christian charity and a spiritual life is merely an intellectual ego trip. The Church’s greatest theologians have spent as much time on their knees as at their books.
