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THE FIFTEENTH SUNDAY OF ORDINARY TIME, Year C 
Dt 30:10-14; Ps 69:14,17,30-31,33-34,36,37; Col 1:15-20; Lk 10:25-37 

 

RULES THAT KILL 
Homily by Fr. Michael A. Van Sloun 

Saturday, July 13, 2019, 5:00 p.m. Mass 

Sunday, July 14, 2019, 8:30 and 10:30 a.m. Masses 

 

As a little boy, 

  my mom and dad brought me up to be a rule keeper. 

Maybe it was that way for you, too. 

 

We had all sorts of house rules. 

At the dinner table we had to  

  sit up straight, 

  say please and thank you, 

  not talk with your mouth full, 

  and clean your plate. 

 

At school, there are lots of rules, too. 

  Be on time. 

  Do your own work. 

  Raise your hand if you want to talk. 

 

If a child obeys the rules, 

  then the child is a good boy or a good girl. 

 

For drivers, there are many, many rules. 

  Obey the speed limit. 

  Stop for red lights. 

  Yield to pedestrians in the crosswalk. 

 

The presupposition is that if we obey the rules, 

  we are good people. 

 

It may be important for us to be rule keepers, 

  but the Jews of Jesus’ time,  

    they took rule keeping to an entirely different level. 

The Jews were obsessed with the rules. 

The Mosaic Law has 613 different rules and regulations. 

 

If we keep the rules, it is about being a good, responsible person. 

For a Jew, to keep the rules is the path to holiness. 

If you obey the Law, you are saved. 

If you don’t obey the Law, you are not saved. 

Salvation comes through the Law. 
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Jesus did not come to do away with the Law (Mt 5:17), 

  but he was not enamored with the Law. 

In fact, he hated legalism,  

  and it put him on a collision path with the law and order types. 

Jesus taught that the Law is not the way to heaven:  he is. 

We are not saved by the Law; we are saved by Jesus. 

Jesus is the pathway to heaven. 

 

I get a glimpse of this occasionally  

  when people tell me how they use the Ten Commandments  

    for their examination of conscience. 

So the conversation goes something like this: 

  “Keep holy the Sabbath:  I go to Mass every weekend. 

   You shall not kill:  I haven’t killed anybody, ever. 

   You shall not commit adultery:  I’ve been on the straight and narrow.” 

And I am tempted to say, “Well, big deal!  Whoopee!” 

A person who just obeys the commandments is no spiritual rock star. 

 

In the gospel that we just heard 

  we have a decent Jew, a scholar (of the law), a lawyer, a rule guy (Lk 10:25a), 

    who knows the rules, interprets the rules, and applies the rules. 

The lawyer asked Jesus, “What must I do to inherit everlasting life?” (Lk 10:25b). 

It’s a good question. 

The lawyer wants to go to heaven.  We want to go to heaven. 

The lawyer thinks that keeping the rules is the way to get to heaven. 

Maybe we do, too. 

 

Jesus does not answer his question straight up. 

Jesus is very clever, and he tells him a story instead. 

 

St. Paul gives us the principle that Jesus is going to follow: 

  “The written law kills, but the Spirit gives life” (2 Cor 3:6). 

 

To understand the story that Jesus told, 

  we have understand the rules involved here. 

Many folks think that the most important “laws” or “rules” of the Old Testament  

  are the Ten Commandments. 

They are not. 

There were three major laws or rules that set Jews apart: 

  Sabbath observance, the dietary laws, and circumcision. 

 

The law that is at play in this story is Sabbath observance. 

For Jews, Sabbath observance is non-negotiable. 

Every Friday evening, every Saturday morning,  

  in Jerusalem, in the Temple, 

  outside of Jerusalem, in a synagogue. 
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A Jew will be in church. 

A Jew will pray to God. 

A Jew will be with fellow Jews, a tight-knit community. 

Sabbath observance is the path to holiness, the path to heaven. 

When it comes to being a ruler keeper,  

  the Sabbath is a rule that a person must keep. 

 

There is one other rule that is at play here. 

A person must be ritually pure to go inside the Temple or a synagogue. 

A way to become ritually impure is to come in contact with blood 

  or to touch a dead body. 

If a person does touch blood or a dead body, 

  the person contracts ritual impurity, 

  and impure, the person is prohibited from going inside the Temple, 

  and before returning, 

    the person has to do ceremonial washings or ablutions, 

  and it takes seven days before a person is clean again (see Lv 15:19-33and Nm 19:11-13). 

 

Jesus starts out with two individuals:  a priest and a Levite. 

They both had big, important jobs at church. 

We don’t know exactly what their duties were, 

  but it was a combination of some of these: 

  to lead the prayers,  

  to lead the singing, 

  to sing in the choir, 

  do the preaching, 

  offer incense, 

  play trumpets, 

  play harpsicords.   

The priest and the Levite were extremely responsible. 

They were model rule keepers. 

 

So the priest and the Levite were on their way to church. 

They were doing just what they were supposed to do, 

  to obey the Law, to keep holy the Sabbath day. 

 

But remember what St. Paul says, 

  “The written law kills, but the Spirit gives life” (2 Cor 3:6). 

 

So along comes the priest (Lk 10:31). 

There is a bloody man, half dead, in the ditch (Lk 10:29). 

If the priest delays, he will be late for church. 

If he touches bloody victim, he will become ritually impure, 

  and will not be able to go inside church, 

  and he won’t be able to carry out his duties, 

  and he is super responsible. 
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The priest obeys the Law, but the Law kills. 

The Law killed his compassion, his kindness, and his generosity. 

The priest is dead when it comes to love. 

And what about the man lying in the ditch? 

He is in critical condition, and without care, 

  he very well may die. 

The Law, being a rule keeper, is killing the man in the ditch. 

 

It is the same for the Levite (Lk 10:32). 

He kept the Law, he obeyed the rules, 

  but the Levite was dead as dead could be when it came to love, 

  and without a rescue, the Law was killing the guy in the ditch. 

 

So along comes the Samaritan (Lk 10:33). 

  He is going to church, too. 

  He is under the same Law. 

But the Samaritan ignores the Law; he breaks the rule. 

The Samaritan was filled with love and compassion (Lk 10:33-35). 

The Spirit gives life, 

  and the Samaritan was filled with divine life: 

    alive with love, alive with goodness and mercy, alive with care and kindness. 

And what about the man lying in the ditch? 

The Samaritan skipped church, 

  but his rescue saved the victim’s life. 

 

This is why St. Paul writes: 

  “The written law kills, but the Spirit gives life” (2 Cor 3:6). 

 

The Jews believed that the Law was the path to holiness, 

  and that if a person observed the rules, the person would be saved. 

Jesus does not buy this for a minute. 

Jesus, not the Law, is the path to salvation, 

  and Jesus is all about love. 

 

For those who love, the Law is not necessary, 

  because people who love would never do anything contrary to the Law. 

Laws are not needed to keep a person on the right path or to preserve good order, 

  if a person loves their neighbor. 

For a person who makes a lifestyle of loving others, 

  evil and wrongdoing are simply unthinkable. 

 

So it is OK to have house rules and school rules. 

But being a rule keeper does not make a person a spiritual rock star. 

The way to be a spiritual rock star is to love one’s neighbor, 

  and the path to salvation and eternal life is our Lord, Jesus. 


