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We encounter it almost every day in the news. A leader in our society from politics, sports, 

entertainment or even our church is found to have seriously compromised the ordinary standards of 

ethical or moral behavior. Often when confronted, the individual’s defense is, “I have done nothing 

illegal” or, “I have an absolute right to do it.” The letter of the law though is the criterion for defining 

acceptable moral behavior. 

When we reduce moral behavior to simple compliance with codified rules, we are failing to recognize 

one of the most significant elements of Jesus’ legacy to us. Throughout the time of the Old Testament 

prophets, the major emphasis was on avoiding sin and atoning for it when we failed to do so. The theme 

of the commandments was for the most part, “Thou shalt not…” with grave personal penalties for 

failure. 

Jesus did not negate the law his Father conveyed through the prophets. Instead, he completed it in two 

significant ways. He raised the standard for moral behavior in account for evil thoughts even without 

subsequent action. For example, Jesus said,  ‘You have heard that is was said to your ancestors, “You 

shall not kill: and whoever kills will be liable to judgment.’ But I say to you, whoever is angry with his 

brother will be liable to judgment…” (Mt 5:21-22). 

At the same time, he added empathy, compassion, charity and love to the mix. Avoiding evil is not 

enough to achieve our personal salvation. WE must also do positive good. Jesus directs us to meet the 

physical and spiritual needs of all others, using the gifts with which God has blessed us. While this may 

seem to be a daunting task, Jesus did command us, “As I have done, so you must do.” 

As Jesus departed from us at his Ascension, he promised that his Father would send the Holy Spirit, who 

would teach us everything. I happened on Pentecost. Since then, the Holy Spirit has been the life force 

continuing Jesus’ mission on earth and we are the beneficiaries. All we must do is open our minds and 

our hearts as the first disciples did and allow the Spirit to enter. Then, to the extent that we can, we will 

see as Jesus saw and do as he did. 

As the book of Wisdom puts it: “Now with you is Wisdom, who knows your works and was present when 

you made the world; who understands what is pleasing in your eyes and what is conformable with your 

commands. Send her forth from your holy heavens and dispatch her that she may be with me and work 

with me, that I may know what is your pleasure. For she knows and understands all things and will guide 

me discreetly in my affairs and safeguard me by her glory…(Wis 9:9-11). 

In order for us to be faithful to the letter and the spirit of the law, there remain a few more important 

steps. We must read the scripture for our self, primarily the gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. 

Form the words and actions of his son, Jesus, we must extrapolate the principles of God’s truth and 

embrace them personally. We must use them as the standard against which we measure the words and 

actions of our political, social and religious leaders. When they fail to measure up, we must challenge 

them to square their positions with the truth as God has revealed it to us. Should they refuse or fail, 

then we must demonstrate the truth in our own life, by what we say and what we do. 



While all this has been presented in a Christian context, I believe it has a broader validity. All religions 

are predicated on a core set of values that are usually encapsulated in a primary document. Every major 

religion has a written source that incorporates its theology, history, traditions, rituals, and moral code. 

For Jews, it is the Torah, for Christians, it is the New Testament. For Muslims, it is the Quran. 

It is from books such as these and from the interpretations of learned scholars that the faithful gain 

knowledge and wisdom that should direct how they conduct themselves in all aspects of their life. The 

critical approach suggested here may well have validity across this broader spectrum. In any event, we 

should not accept what we are told without measuring it against what we believe. 
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