
Other religions may or may not be, but Christianity is not a ritualistic religion.
Christians need not perform, and generally do not perform, repeated rituals to
establish, confirm, or prove their religious qualification. Christianity is instead
about faith, about belief that makes relationship possible, about having confidence
that things occurred to certain people in a certain order for a certain purpose, that
together make a tremendous difference in one’s present and future life. One need
not perform any ritual to be Christian. One need only confess one’s need for a
resurrected Jesus Christ.

We all have our rituals, whether for coffee or tea first thing in the morning, or a
certain exercise routine, or checking news feeds or emails. We have rituals for
washing in the morning, getting dressed, and getting out the door to school, work,
or errands. We have rituals for greeting one another, dating, engagement, marriage,
and announcing important events. We have rituals for getting home from a day’s
work, relaxing, playing, and going to bed. Rituals do unquestionably comfort the
soul, ease the stress of the day, reduce the number of decisions that we must make,
and relieve the mind.

Ritual is, in one sense, the opposite of what Christian faith requires when it requires
relationship. Do you interact with your family members by rote and routine, without
thought, or do you instead try, at least try, to encounter them fresh every day,
growing in relationship? Do you just go through the motions with your friends,
robotically, or do you try to find out what’s truly going on with them new or
different, and what help they might need? Is your work just punching the clock, like
a hired hand, or do you engage it creatively as a vibrant and significant ministry
each workday?

God doesn’t want your ritual. He wants your heart. He wants your thought. He
wants your service. He wants your ministry. In Amos 5:21-24, God told the
Israelites that he was sick of their constant festivals and assemblies, their unthinking
offerings and their sacrifices, and the senseless noise of their songs. God instead
wanted their righteousness. He wanted justice to roll on like a river through them.
In Psalm 50, God again told Israel that their sacrifices and offerings were always
before him, when he already owned everything. The wicked were reciting his laws
as if that were enough, when in truth, they hated God’s instruction. God doesn’t



want senseless persons, law breakers, the wicked, going through motions as if that
were enough to appease him. It’s not.

Jesus Christ is our atonement, not any rituals that we perform. God once ordained
male circumcision among the Jews, starting with Abraham, a circumcision under
law and of the flesh. Yet when Christ came, he figuratively circumcised the heart, a
spiritual circumcision. God did not thereafter ordain a fleshly male circumcision
among the Gentiles, to whom the apostle Paul and others carried the Christian faith.
As Paul wrote in Galatians 5:2, those who let themselves be circumcised in the
flesh, under the law, for righteousness, make Christ of no value to them at all.
Circumcision of the flesh has no value in Christ Jesus, Paul wrote in Galatians 5:6,
where the only thing that counts is faith expressed in love. And as Paul wrote in
Romans 10:4, Christ is the end of the law for righteousness, for all who believe.

Jesus often criticized the religious leaders, including over their empty rituals. When
they asked Jesus why his disciples didn’t make a ritualistic washing of hands before
eating, Jesus in Mark 7:6-8 replied that the hypocritical leaders followed human
rituals for vanity, while their hearts were far from God. Jesus made the same point
in Luke 11:37-52, over how perfect the leaders were in their rituals while they were
empty tombs inside. What may have started with good intentions, indeed as a
fulfillment of God’s law, the religious leaders had so routinized as to deprive the
ritual of its original meaning. The rituals, in any case, had simply pointed to Jesus,
who the leaders could not recognize.

And that’s the problem with rituals. While they comfort, they do so too much.
While rituals steady the hand, the uncertain hand, the hand searching for a God on
whom to rely, is instead the one that God wants. Completing a ritual makes one feel
religiously accomplished, but the accomplishment is false, a fake substitute for the
relationship that God commands, invites, and implores. Rituals also promote pride
in the practice, with each little improvement in ritual form making the performer
more certain of the performer’s own merit. God has no interest in performance or
performer merit. God instead wants us all to look on his most-accomplished Son.

The Bible does not require Christians to pray the rosary, although perhaps for some,
the practice encourages a helpful discipline focusing on God. The Bible does not
require Christians to cross themselves, although for some, the practice may remind



one of one’s need for humility. Jesus did say, though, to take communion, the
broken bread and poured-out wine, to remember him. Christians also baptize, and
they pray, gather to worship, and sing. These activities, whether in public or private,
can become rituals, which Christians must resist. For Christians, religion isn’t ritual.
Religion is history, relationship, and real.


