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30th October 2005,

Fr Francis Marsden

To Mr Kevin Flaherty, editor, Catholic Times.


“I hope you have not been leading a double life, pretending to be wicked and being really good all the time. That would be hypocrisy.” (Oscar Wilde)

Witty as ever, but the great playwright spoke more truthfully when he wrote: “Every saint has a past and every sinner has a future.”  Any Christian who sincerely tries to do the will of God and lead a holy life - because he has a past - exposes himself to the accusation of hypocrisy. No-one is perfect, and the world is ever eager to point out the deficiencies of the servants of God.

In this weekend’s Gospel, however, it is Jesus Himself who accuses the scribes and Pharisees of hypocrisy -  of the outward show of religion, without the inner devotion: 


“The scribes and the Pharisees have taken their seat on the chair of Moses. Therefore, do and observe all things whatsoever they tell you, but do not follow their example. For they preach but they do not practice. They tie up heavy burdens hard to carry and lay them on people's shoulders, but they will not lift a finger to move them.”


Probably every preacher at times feels a bit of a hypocrite, because he well knows he does not  100% live up to the message he preaches. The standards of the Gospel are perfection, and we all fall short of perfection. 


Nevertheless, it is surely better to suffer the discomfort of preaching a message which is Gospel-perfection and a corrective to one’s own behaviour, than to water down God’s message to fit one’s own inclinations. This second course of action is much worse. It adulterates the word of God. It stifles the divine challenge to our souls and allows us to luxuriate in mediocrity.


The Pharisees’ error was compounded in that “they exacted without any allowance the utmost rigour of life from those that were put under them, while they allowed themselves large licence herein. But a good ruler should do the contrary of this, to be to himself a severe judge, to others a merciful one.” (St John Chrysostom)


Moreover, the scribes and Pharisees had turned religion to the purpose of their own self-aggrandisement. While pretending to serve God, they were in reality serving themselves. In the modern jargon, their religion had become an ego-trip:


“All their works are performed to be seen. They widen their phylacteries and lengthen their tassels. They love places of honour at banquets, seats of honour in synagogues, greetings in marketplaces, and the salutation 'Rabbi.'


The corruption of the clergy is ever a particular victory of the Evil One:


“Every substance breeds in itself that which destroys it, as wood the worm, and garments the moth; so the Devil strives to corrupt the ministry of the Priests, who are ordained for the edification of holiness, endeavouring that this good, while it is done to be seen of men, should be turned into evil.”(Pseudo-Chrysostom)



Which is why, as priests, we depend greatly upon the prayers and the encouragement of the laity. A priest has great influence in a parish, but a parish can sometimes make or break a priest too. Like any other human being, if a priest’s efforts are well-supported, he grows in confidence and will probably try new services and initiatives. 

Alternatively, if for years on end a priest meets with indifference and a lack of response to most of his efforts, he may just give up trying. One of the devil’s greatest weapons is discouragement.


I know that a priest should not give up, but human nature can take only so much disappointment. If he does not pray for the virtue of perseverance, there takes place an “inner migration.” He carries on “doing the job” outwardly, but his heart is no longer in it. He begins to look for consolations elsewhere. 

So the laity should not underestimate the importance of their attendance at daily Mass, their everyday help in the routine jobs of keeping the parish running. It is all a great encouragement to any priest.

Especially when many Christian congregations are diminishing in numbers, the clergy are very vulnerable to the temptation of watering down the Gospel to make it more palatable. It is simple psychology. If a minister is worried about losing parishioners, he says nothing which might remotely upset anybody. He makes himself all things to all men. He is tempted to lace the Scriptures with saccharine and limit the homily to three minutes. 

Surely anyone can imagine the difference between preaching to a thousand in a packed church, with people standing at the back or outside; and preaching to a “holy remnant” of fifty in a building erected for 800? The gospel message is supposed to be the same, but the psychology is totally different. 

To return to the theme of hypocrisy: The world, which is ignorant of the drama of salvation or damnation being played out in every human soul, turns a skeptical and even a resentful eye upon Christians who attend Church and try to live by God’s commandments. 
 


To the man who does not believe in God, and requires no salvation from hell-fire, what is church but a peculiar hobby of those who desire to convince themselves that they are better than the hoi polloi? What is religion, but a money making exercise invented by the priests? What is a creed, but the tired hackneyed dogmas of dolts who refuse to breathe the spirit of the age, and take refuge in archaic illusions?


The accusation of hypocrisy is one which leaps readily to the secularist’s pen: those Vatican treasures of art worth millions, those priests abusing children while preaching the highest standards of sexual morality, those Cardinals sentencing millions of Africans to death without condoms.

The enlightened liberal can do battle without mercy against that reactionary Beast, the Catholic Church. For after all, “Nothing so needs reforming as other people's habits.” (Mark Twain)  The practical atheist is so virtuous, that he has no sins in need of divine forgiveness. He is so clever, that no evil spirit can darken his mind with deceptions. He is so enlightened, that he can see through all the fooleries of religion. He is so honest, that he can dissect everyone else’s shabby hypocrisies.

Well we know that they are not all saints who use holy water. Being less than we ought to be, we can agree with Rochefoucauld in a sense that “Hypocrisy is the homage which vice pays to virtue.”  
In the last analysis, in this world the Church is a hospital for sinners, not a museum for saints. For this reason the confessional is the most important place in the Church after the altar and the tabernacle. Are we any the more virtuous by neglecting it?

In his “Introduction to the Devout Life,” St Francis de Sales warned his spiritual directees about the opposition any fervent Christian would face: 


"As soon as worldly people see that you wish to follow a devout life they aim a thousand darts of mockery and even detraction at you. The most malicious of them will slander your conversion as hypocrisy, bigotry, and trickery. They will say that the world has turned against you and being rebuffed by it you have turned to God Your friends will raise a host of objections which they consider very prudent and charitable. They will tell you that you will become depressed, lose your reputation in the world, be unbearable, and grow old before your time, and that your affairs at home will suffer. You must live in the world like one in the world. They will say that you can save your soul without going to such extremes, and a thousand similar trivialities.”

Christ pointed out the underlying truth when he said: "If you were of the world, the world would love what is its own but because you are not of the world, therefore the world hates you." 

“We can never please the world unless we lose ourselves together with it. It is so demanding that it can't be satisfied. ………… if we are ready to laugh, play cards, or dance with the world in order to please it, it will be scandalized at us, and if we don't, it will accuse us of hypocrisy or melancholy. If we dress well, it will attribute it to some plan we have, and if we neglect our dress, it will accuse of us of being cheap and stingy. Good humour will be called frivolity and mortification sullenness. Thus the world looks at us with an evil eye and we can never please it. It exaggerates our imperfections and claims they are sins, turns our venial sins into mortal sins and changes our sins of weakness into sins of malice….. 


Does anyone fail to see that the world is an unjust judge, gracious and well disposed to its own children, but harsh and rigorous towards the children of God?”
