
 I think it’s in one of Kurt Vonnegut’s novels that a character lies buried under a tombstone 

that reads, “Died of A Bad Idea”.   

 “Died of A Bad Idea” — quite an epitaph.   

 The past two or three centuries have been a veritable Age of Bad Ideas, bad ideas that loom 

over many a grave. 

 Just two days from now, the world will mark one of them — the 100th anniversary of the 

Bolshevik Revolution.  In reflecting on the years that followed in the Soviet Union and elsewhere, 

the British novelist Martin Amis recently observed that Communism “was not a good idea that 

somehow went wrong ... It was a very bad idea from the outset, one forced into life ... with barely 

imaginable self-righteousness, pedantry, dynamism and horror.  The chief demerit of the Marxist 

program was its point-by-point defiance of human nature.  Bolshevik leaders subliminally grasped 

the contradiction almost at once; and their rankly Procrustean answer was to leave the program 

untouched and [instead try to] change human nature.”1 

 They didn’t get very far, of course, but they nonetheless managed to exact an almost 

unimaginable human cost.  Would that they had recalled Paul’s words.  “I do not do the good I want, 

but I do the evil I do not want,” Paul wrote to the church in Rome, outlining a profound psychology 

of sinfulness and evil.  “I take delight in the law of God, in my inner self,” he continued, “but I see ... 

another principle at war with the laws of my mind, taking me captive to the law of sin …”2  Had they 

taken this to heart, Lenin’s cohort might have realized that we’re powerless to change human nature.  

Human nature can only be transformed through the grace of God.    

                                                 
1 Martin Amis, “Martin Amis on Lenin’s Deadly Revolution,” New York Times Book Review, October 16, 2017. 
2 Rom 7:19, 22-23 (NAB). 
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Another bad idea, the idolization of markets, is still very much alive and kicking.  This is the 

delusion that the marketplace is the ultimate arbiter of values, and that the demands of commerce are 

invariably to be greeted with hosannas and genuflections.   

 We should know better, but often we don’t.  If the Bolsheviks would have done well to 

remember Paul, we’d do well to remember the words of the Psalmist: 

Their idols are silver and gold,  

the work of human hands. 

They have mouths but do not speak,  

eyes but do not see. 

They have ears but do not hear,  

noses but do not smell. 

They have hands but do not feel,  

feet but do not walk, 

and no sound rises from their throats. 

Their makers shall be like them,  

all who trust in them.3 

 

When at every Mass water is mixed with the wine brought forth as an offering, we pray that we’ll 

share in Christ’s divinity.  But It’s difficult indeed to do so while worshipping idols of silver and gold. 

 There’s more — much more, unfortunately.  If we don’t find anything quite to our liking in 

the politics or economics sections of the Superstore of Bad Ideas, we can always venture over to the 

religion or church aisles where the shelves are also overflowing. 

 In today’s Gospel, Jesus deals with a hardy perennial among bad religious ideas — the idea 

that religion and the spiritual life are mostly about externalities.  In a mocking tone, He decries the 

Pharisaical tendency to confuse the secondary for the primary, to concentrate on the cart while 

forgetting the need for a horse to pull it. 

                                                 
3 Ps 115:4-8 (NAB). 
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 “Do not follow their example,” Jesus warns.4  He notes that the Pharisees love “to widen their 

phylacteries and lengthen their tassels,” but laments that they’ve apparently forgotten why they’re 

wearing them at all.     

Phylacteries are small, black leather boxes that devout Orthodox Jewish men attach to their 

forehead and upper arm during Morning and Evening Prayer.  They contain verses from the Torah 

reminding wearers that it is God who led them from slavery to freedom, and it is God alone whom 

they are to serve.   

 Tassels are attached to the four corners of Jewish prayer shawls.  They’re formed by 613 

threads that represent the 613 laws of the Torah.  We know from Scripture that Jesus wore them, 

and, here again, people continue to wear them today as a reminder that the Law, the Torah, has been 

given to them to lead them to freedom. 

 There’s nothing wrong with these things just as there’s nothing wrong with being a Pharisee.  

After all, Jesus was a Pharisee.  So was Paul.  And they were practicing Pharisees; theirs was not 

merely an idle affinity.  Pharisees were the religious progressives of their day and the forerunners of 

today’s rabbinical Judaism. 

 So what’s the problem?  The problem, Jesus says in effect, is that the point isn’t to be seen 

wearing these symbols of faith; the point is to internalize what they symbolize.  They’re not 

adornments, just as faith isn’t to be an adornment.  Faith isn’t something to serve as a platform to 

display one’s supposed piety or status. 

 It’s fine and good to have a tiny box with Torah verses on your head and arm, Jesus says, and 

it’s fine and good to have tassels on your prayer shawl, but it’s even more important to have the 

                                                 
4 Mt 23:3 (NAB). 
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Torah in your heart and the Law in your soul.  If they aren’t in your heart and soul, He cautions the 

Pharisees, it really doesn’t matter what’s on your head or attached to your shawl.   

 Faith, true faith, flows from the inside out; it doesn’t leach into the heart from something we 

wear or something we say.  Grace isn’t a tap we open; the tap that’s opened with grace is us. 

 Does that mean that what we do or how we manifest our faith is unimportant?  No; what we 

do is important, and a faith that doesn’t “incarnate” in our actions and practices isn’t really faith at all.  

If what we call our “faith” is simply a matter of externalities — words we’ve memorized, habits we’ve 

acquired, catechetical lessons we’ve memorized, rules and laws we enforce, none of which play any 

role in how we relate to one another or to the world around us — then really we’re just actors 

assuming a certain role.   

 And in fact, when Jesus condemns the Pharisees as “hypocrites,” this is the literal meaning of 

His criticism.  In Jesus’ time, “hypocrite” was a term primarily used in Greek theater.  In the ancient 

world, actors were considered players who expounded or narrated the works of the poets.  A 

“hypocrite” was someone whose performance didn’t match or correspond to the poet’s words.  A 

“hypocrite” was an actor who wore a false mask, so to speak.  (Actors wore masks in Greek theater.) 

 In criticizing the Pharisees in today’s Gospel, Jesus is telling them that they’re wearing a false 

mask, and in this case the mask they’re wearing is false because their showy piety doesn’t correspond 

to their interior disposition.  What’s worse, their mask is doubly false because their actions aren’t 

motivated by their supposed piety at all, but by their interior disposition — that is, by hearts that are 

unaffected by the word of God they attach to their heads and on their arms, or by the law that they 

wear symbolically on their hips. 
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 As is always the case with Scripture, today’s Gospel isn’t just about a long-ago dispute in an 

ancient Jewish community.  The Word of God is ever contemporary, and so it is that today’s Gospel is 

about us too.  Substitute “medallions” or “crucifixes” for “phylacteries,” and “rosaries” or “chaplets” 

for “tassels,” and many of us might begin to squirm a bit, for, as Jesus warns, “Whoever exalts himself 

will be humbled.”5 

 But that’s only part of the story.  “Whoever humbles himself will be exalted,” Jesus 

continues.6  And if there’s ever been a time or an age in need of a little exaltation, it’s ours.   

 Our Age of Bad Ideas is sadly destined to continue, though, unless we learn to accept the 

grace to build an Age of Humility in its place — the humility to recognize that substituting our ideas 

for God’s wisdom is always a fool’s bargain, and the humility to acknowledge how often the mask of 

our piety doesn’t correspond to the disposition of our hearts. 

                                                 
5 Mt 23:12 (NAB). 
6 Mt 23:12 (NAB). 


