In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, Amen.

My first confession today is that while I accepted the tradition of the church and chose the Gospel lesson appointed by the lectionary for today for my reflection, I went beyond the tradition of the elders and chose to read the entire story from the word of God and not the edited version as prescribed by the lectionary and therefore found in your bulletin inserts.  Since I have gone against the tradition, I will explain my action in just a few minutes.

My second confession today is that this is the first time I wrote a sermon two weeks in advance.  As many of you know, Mollie and I were visiting Seattle for a much needed vacation with family and later a week of honey moon in the Olympic Mountains, so this meant that I could either write this sermon during my honeymoon and be reminded of it for the rest of my life, or for once in my life be efficient and write it well in advance.  Since I spent 37 years studying the married life of elders in my family, before I committed to one myself, I learned it well to risk being a bit dated with my sermon. So if I sound dated, please have it in your heart to forgive me.

The reality is that the Gospel lesson today is also a bit dated. Today, we in our culture, do not really understand the meaning of ritual defilement. Today, none of us is ever ritually unclean. Since we are never unclean there is no social stigma attached to it either.  May be it is the other way around, since there is no real social disapproval of certain actions or ways of living a life today, there is really no concept of defilement.  I don’t know which comes first, or which leads to which, but what I do know is that today we do not live with the concept of being defiled through certain action of ours.  Anything we do today which has the potential of disrupting the social order is either a mistake and therefore should not be given an extreme status such as defilement – after all one can always learn from one’s mistakes and change, OR such actions are an alternative approach to life which is also okay because each one of us as an individual should be accepted by the society for who we are and not how society wants to define us.  However, we wish to look at it, today we really have no concept of being defiled.  

With that said, it would be fair to say that today we no longer have the conceptual framework to comprehend the appointed Gospel lesson.   What happens as a result of this inability to understand the text is the act of proof texting our actions and naming them the teachings of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  

For instance, you may have heard sermons on how as Christians we are no longer under the law and how Christ has freed us from all such bonds.  You may have been told that the point of the Gospel lesson is that rituals do not matter really, what matters is how we think and feel about certain issues, since it is our heart that governs all the goodness and all our evil actions.  This would be affirming our post modern emphasis on living beyond structures and making our conscience the real yard stick for all moral living.  In so doing, we could even free ourselves from the archaic institution of religion and make bold claims of being good people based on our humanistic values.  This process is what I find most interesting as it purports to de-religionize society by using the religious teachings of a religious figure, Jesus Christ!  

You may have also heard sermons that demonize the Pharisees and seek to create new doctrines out of the sayings of Jesus Christ.  So an interesting us and them life perspective is reinforced, thereby dividing the whole world into the real Christian us and the non-Christian them.  In such a construction of the world usually the criteria for being a Christian is not the ONE Baptism we receive in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, instead it depends on who agrees with our doctrines.  

Well, friends I could go on and on about how a sermon could be preached on this text and show you how that would be a misunderstanding of the text.  So what is the point?  

Before I make my point which would be equally subject to a reasonable criticism of missing the point, let me highlight the fact that this particular discourse is not a single discourse as the editing by the lectionary seems to suggest.  This story is actually three discourses put in one.  The first discourse is between Jesus and the Pharisees; the second is between Jesus and the Crowds; and the third is between Jesus and the disciples.  Each discourse seems to have its own purpose and its own reason to be.  One may make an argument for an interrelation between the three discourses but for that argument to be made one would have to assume that the audience of today has an understanding of the contextual assumptions of the text.  I have already asserted that we do not have an understanding of those contextual assumptions therefore to try and make a single point out of this story would be making the text say something that it never intended to.   

So then, let me simply focus on the three discourses within the story and see if I can make any sense of what the point maybe for us today. Again, I would emphasize that this exercise too would be making assumptions of what may never have been the Gospel writer’s intention, nevertheless since you and I are both here today, I better have something to say! (  I think that the times that we are the Pharisees, and yes we are, we have to be careful about making our own thoughts, feelings, processes, rules, regulations, traditions and even doctrines greater than the will of God for us in our individual and social lives. 

And the days when we are the crowds, the multitudes who only need a sentence or two to live by, we certainly need to know that each one of us as an individual has a collective responsibility of conducting our lives in ways that keep our own actions in check, this is to say that, we need to be mindful that we can no longer live in the consolation that if it is a socially agreed norm or socially approved action, then it is also acceptable to God.  Each situation may require self examination; social approval and acceptance does not make an action morally right. And this is a great thing for a crowd to know, for we all know how many times in human history have we done awful things because we believed in what the society of the time told us and we failed to examine the self and hear the voice of God from within.  

And for those of us who claim to be the closest to Christ and therefore may think that everything that we receive from our within is a voice of God, let us be cautioned that evil also comes from within.  

So is there a point to my sermon today? Well, maybe, I hope there is something for us today however we see ourselves in our Christian journey.  I would emphasize, however, that in the coming days, this church by the sea will go through phases when many of you will sometimes feel like Pharisees, sometimes like the crowds, and sometimes like the inner most circle closest to Jesus; my prayer is that wherever you may be in the coming days, you would remember that Jesus Christ speaks to us in all situations; and in every situation the message is challenging. So my prayer today is that in every situation that we find ourselves in we will keep listening to the Pharisee in us, to the mob mentality; to our individual inner voice; and in so doing, we will find Jesus right amongst us, in our own context, a context that we may understand only as much as we understand the context of Jesus’ audience in the Gospel of Mark; yet with all our misplaced assumptions, I pray that we will leave ourselves open to be led not by rules, or by social approval, or by our inner voice, but by God and God alone. Amen.

7Now when the Pharisees and some of the scribes who had come from Jerusalem gathered around him, 2they noticed that some of his disciples were eating with defiled hands, that is, without washing them.3(For the Pharisees, and all the Jews, do not eat unless they thoroughly wash their hands, thus observing the tradition of the elders; 4and they do not eat anything from the market unless they wash it; and there are also many other traditions that they observe, the washing of cups, pots, and bronze kettles.) 5So the Pharisees and the scribes asked him, “Why do your disciples not live according to the tradition of the elders, but eat with defiled hands?” 6He said to them, “Isaiah prophesied rightly about you hypocrites, as it is written,

‘This people honors me with their lips,
but their hearts are far from me;
7in vain do they worship me,
teaching human precepts as doctrines.’

8You abandon the commandment of God and hold to human tradition.”
9Then he said to them, “You have a fine way of rejecting the commandment of God in order to keep your tradition! 10For Moses said, ‘Honor your father and your mother’; and, ‘Whoever speaks evil of father or mother must surely die.’ 11But you say that if anyone tells father or mother, ‘Whatever support you might have had from me is Corban’ (that is, an offering to God)— 12then you no longer permit doing anything for a father or mother, 13thus making void the word of God through your tradition that you have handed on. And you do many things like this.”
14Then he called the crowd again and said to them, “Listen to me, all of you, and understand: 15there is nothing outside a person that by going in can defile, but the things that come out are what defile.”

17When he had left the crowd and entered the house, his disciples asked him about the parable. 18He said to them, “Then do you also fail to understand? Do you not see that whatever goes into a person from outside cannot defile, 19since it enters, not the heart but the stomach, and goes out into the sewer?” (Thus he declared all foods clean.) 20And he said, “It is what comes out of a person that defiles. 21For it is from within, from the human heart, that evil intentions come: fornication, theft, murder, 22adultery, avarice, wickedness, deceit, licentiousness, envy, slander, pride, folly. 23All these evil things come from within, and they defile a person.”
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