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Right, not Rite 
St. John’s Church, NF 
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 One major theme emerged during my youthful reading and study of the 

Bible which has shaped my thinking to this day and resonates with me still: 

the prophetic voice warning that the rituals of worship are insufficient unless 

accompanied by worshipful living, caring for others, especially the poor and 

downtrodden. It is loud and clear in today’s passage from Isaiah 58: 

 Look, [says the Lord] you serve your own interest on your fast day,  
  and oppress all your workers. 
 Look, you fast only to quarrel and to fight and to strike with a wicked 
 fist. Such fasting as you do . . . will not make your voice heard on high. 
Not rite, but right, not ritual but righteousness, not self-justification but 

justice, justice making, making right the wrongs of this world. Such is what 

the Lord requires of his people: “to loose the bonds of injustice, to undo the 

thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke . . . 

to share your bread with the hungry, and bring the homeless poor into your 

house; when you see the naked, to cover them, and not to hide yourself from 

your own kin.” 

 This prophetic voice echoes throughout scripture and is presented in the 
gospels as the essential basis of the conflict between Jesus and the Scribes 
and Pharisees; Jesus continually attacks their self-righteous, hypocritical ways 
and presents in contrast the ways of the kingdom of God, the way of all-
inclusive love of one’s neighbour: 
“For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and  
Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven." (Matt. 5:20) 
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The Pharisees were Puritans, a sect who advocated strict application of the 

laws of the Torah in everyday life, very much concerned with purity, not 

cleanliness, purity, but whereas they sought to impose purity through 

outward signs and behavior, by obeying rules and rites, in contrast, Jesus 

preached and lived a purity of life, a spiritual attitude which came from within. 

Thus, often in the gospels, the Pharisees are admonishing Jesus or his 

disciples for breaking purity laws, for not observing rites; Jesus in turn 

challenges them for not living right, from the inside, out, so to speak. Rites vs 

Rights.  

 We can trace this theme in many passages of scripture. Psalm 112, for 

example, outlines the conduct of a "righteous person" who is "happy" living in 

obedience to God’s commandments. Such people are "gracious and merciful" 

(verse 4), "generous" in "conducting their affairs with justice" (verse 5), "not 

afraid" in or of the world (verse 8), and ready to give to the poor (verse 9). 

God’s people give their lives over to the well-being of community, in contrast 

to the “wicked” who are angry and selfish, who conduct their lives in 

obedience to social values and conventions, the wisdom of this world which is 

foolishness in the eyes of God. 

 In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus calls this community of followers 

"salt of the earth" (Matthew 5:13) and "light of the world" (verse 14), the 
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ones who obey the Biblical command to love God and to love neighbor. Stay 

salty; don’t dilute what God is doing among you. Let your light shine: facing 

the claims of the kingdoms of this world, there may be serious temptation to 

hide the light in order to escape notice. No, Jesus says. Go to the highest 

places and to most influential people and shine the light. Following the way of 

faith is not about punctilious observance of rules and rituals or self-

enhancement through "goodness," as the scribes and Pharisees model. 

Rather, it concerns a reach beyond the self to the neighborhood and the 

world. Jesus’ message involves alerting the rich to their responsibilities to the 

poor. Jesus shone the light in the darkness by asking the rich and the 

powerful to change their unrighteous ways and follow His Way. The followers 

of the Way display the capacity to act and to give, even as Jesus gave 

himself for the world. Such a person lives against the stream in society. 

Clearly the Jesus community is peopled by folk with energy and courage to 

live beyond "business as usual." 

 I have always been amazed that people throughout history and still 

today argue about the ways of worship, indeed, seek to impose their views on 

others, while missing this essential prophetic vision of true worship from 

scripture. In 1989 at St Thomas’ Church in St Catharines the sanctuary 

underwent major renovations to create a beautiful, flexible worship space; 
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twenty years later, I would meet former parishioners around town who were 

still furious about the way their church had been ruined, and who had not 

darken the glass doors since. To be so angry, years later. Some tensions may 

arise from time to time over changes, little changes, in procedures of the 

worship service. To dialogue about such matters is healthy, but to express 

one’s viewpoint in anger is worrisome. It’s a form of bullying, for one thing, 

unacceptable in a “safe” church, even illegal in the province of Ontario. I am 

led to understand there have been disagreements about change here at St. 

John’s, and that some parishioners are staying away or have left altogether 

because they haven’t liked change. Your new rector will in all probability 

introduce more changes. I personally am always rather bemused that people 

have such strongly held opinions about such matters; generally, I don’t have 

much interest in the topic. Following the way of the Lord is the crucial theme. 

I am more interested in keeping the church intensely involved with its 

neighbours, providing hospitality to people in need. St. John’s Church in the 

future will continue its mission to the community within and beyond these 

brick walls. Such focus on outreach is the correct response to the Biblical 

prophetic voice to “do what is right, to love goodness, to seek justice and to 

walk humbly with your God.”  


