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THE FOURTEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Clean Hands . . . Open Hearts
Mark 7; James 1:17-27

Most of us, I suspect, at least those of us over the age of 12, would find
ourselves on the side of the Pharisees in this conversation.  How many
thousands of times did our parents remind us to wash our hands before sitting
down at the table?  And how many times have we reminded other
people–young or older–to do the same?

I doubt Jesus disagreed with the Pharisees about the issue of dietary
cleanliness.  He did have issues with them and they disagreed over any
number of things.  In the story we just heard, Jesus took issue with the
Pharisees’ implication that his disciples were less-than-faithful Jews by not
washing their hands before they ate.  Like our nine year old self who might
ask, “Why do I have to wash both hands?  I only eat with one of them!”, Jesus
seems to take the approach of “What’s the big deal?”

For the Pharisees, however, it was a big deal.  When the Hebrew
people arrived at the doorstep of the Promised Land, before they could enter,
Moses had a little talk with them.  Well, actually, it was a pretty big talk.  In
fact, the Book of Deuteronomy is his farewell address because he was not
allowed to enter the Promised Land.  During his speech he reminded his
people of all that had happened in the long years they were in the wilderness. 
He called them to renew their covenant with God.  He tried to prepare them
for all that would happen once they crossed the Jordan River.

He reminded them of that momentous day at Mt. Horeb a generation
earlier.  On the holy mountain, God gave Moses the tablets on which were
written the Ten Commandments or the “Ten Words” as the Jews know them. 
Those ten commandments were intended to guide the Israelites through
everything that lay ahead of them.  In fact, they were intended to see them
through the rest of their lives.  Moses knew what awaited his people once they
entered Canaan: finding land, building homes, establishing towns, meeting
new neighbors, worshiping God, remaining faithful.  He knew the inhabitants
of the land worshiped many gods and that the Hebrews would be vulnerable
to their influence.  So Moses told them:



So now, Israel, give heed to the statutes and ordinances
that I am teaching you to observe, so that you may live to enter
and occupy the land that the Lord, the God of your ancestors, is
giving you. You must neither add anything to what I command you
nor take away anything from it, but keep the commandments of
the Lord your God with which I am charging you. You must
observe them diligently, for this will show your wisdom and
discernment to the peoples, who, when they hear all these
statutes, will say, "Surely this great nation is a wise and
discerning people!" Deuteronomy 4:1-2, 6

“You must neither add anything to what I command you nor take away
anything from it,” he warned.  They didn't.  At least they didn't subtract
anything, but, over the years, some of the Jews did add additional rules to the
list.  As Jews passed their faith from one generation to the next,
interpretations of the Mosaic law, along with additional laws to fit their
changing needs, came into being.  In fact, they came up with a list of 613
statutes that the Israelites had to follow.  For centuries, these teachings were
not written down but were passed on orally and came to be known as “the
tradition of the elders.”  Eventually, these oral traditions were written down,
but they had already gained authority with some Jews, namely the Pharisees. 
It was not that some of the guidelines were not helpful and right, it was how
they were enforced.  Do you know how the Pharisees defined “washing your
hands so they are not defiled”?  You rinsed them with an amount of water that
was the equivalent of one and a half eggs.  You tell me if that amount of water
would clean your dirty hands!  Yet, the Pharisees used these kinds of rules to
determine whether or not another Jew was faithful.  That is why the Pharisees
questioned the disciples’ faithfulness and why Jesus rebuked them.

Jesus knew that to people like the Pharisees, the strict observance of
the rules had become more important than the actual rules themselves.  That
is why he often skirmished with them over Sabbath laws that prevented
someone who was hungry from gathering a handful of grain or someone who
was ill from seeking healing on the Sabbath.  He pointed out to them that the
heart of the problem was not what someone might put into their bodies like a
bit of dirt from their fingers.  Rather the real problem was what came out of
their bodies from the evil intent of their hearts.  Their religion was all about
following rules instead of following God.

We know that religion is a means of exploring and expressing our faith,
but it is not our faith.  We happen to be Christians who live out our faith from
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a Protestant, Baptist experience and perspective.  We have friends who live
out their faith from other Protestant experiences such as Presbyterian,
Methodist, and Lutheran, to name just a few.  We have friends who explore
faith as Roman Catholics or Episcopalians or Anglicans or some other branch
of the Christian family tree.  We have friends whose religion is Jewish or
Muslim or Buddhist or Hindu or some other branch of the larger human
religious tree.

Our faith, however, what we believe and how we live it, is something
deeper, more personal, more profound than the means by which we found it. 
That is what Jesus tried to tell the Pharisees.  That is what the writer of the
Epistle of James pointed out to his readers.  He identified some people as
hearers of the word, no doubt causing every Jew to remember the call of their
faith:

Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord alone. You
shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your
soul, and with all your might.  Keep these words that I am
commanding you today in your heart.  Recite them to your
children and talk about them when you are at home and when you
are away, when you lie down and when you rise.  Bind them as a
sign on your hand, fix them as an emblem on your forehead, and
write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.

Deuteronomy 6:4-9

The Jewish religion was the collective experience of the Hebrew people
who had been freed from slavery and led to a land of promise and plenty. 
Their faith, however, was a total investment of self in the one and only God. 
So comprehensive was this relationship that they were to remind themselves
of its importance constantly so that everywhere they looked, everything they
touched, every thought they had, would remind them of God.  James urged
them not only to hear the words of their religion but to live those words in faith
day by day.  Hearing is not enough, he said.  Doing brings faith alive.

What does all of this mean for those of us whose religion is shaped by
Lakeside Baptist Church in Rocky Mount, North Carolina?  Our collective
religion might tell us some things about cleanliness and kindness and when
and how to worship, but how does it guide us to love God with all we are and
all we have?
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Last week the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship held its annual meeting
virtually.  There were stimulating and informative workshops, friendly and fun
fellowship Zoom meetings, and stirring and inspiring worship.  Everything was
well organized and produced so that events went off smoothly and there were
few, if any, problems enabling thousands of people to connect virtually for
three days.  Still, there was a tension that hung over everything because of
how and when we were having to meet for business, worship, and fellowship.

During the closing worship service, Emily Hull McGee, Pastor of First
Baptist on Fifth in Winston-Salem, offered pastoral comfort and prophetic
challenge.  She commiserated over how difficult the past eighteen months
have been for all churches of all types.  She pointed out how we have worried
over the health of our friends, fretted over how to worship and continue our
ministries, lamented about smaller crowds in our sanctuaries, despaired over
nearly empty offering plates, and cringed as we hear bleak reports about the
next surge of Covid-19.

Applauding all of the attempts that every church has made to meet the
needs of its people and community, she brought us all back to the touch point
of our faith.  “The world,” she said, “doesn’t need an anxious church.”  An
anxious church.  Is that what we have become?  Is that what most, if not all 
churches have become?  Based on conversations I have had with you, with
friends in other churches, and with myself, I think it is.  Understandably, for
many good reasons, churches are anxious right now.  You and I are anxious
right now.  Rev. Hull-McGee had some more questions to ask.  If we stopped
being an anxious church and became, instead, a vulnerable church, what gifts
might we offer to the world?  If we spoke out as an honest church, what kind
of hope might offer to the community?  If we behaved as an humble church,
what sort of life could we offer to people who feel as if life hangs in the
balance moment by moment?1

I thought about what she said and, you know something, I realized that
for much of this past year and a half (maybe even for most of my life), I have
been like a Pharisee, worrying  about how we can do everything the “right”
way, the proper way, the wash-your-hands-before-you-sit-down-at-the-table
way!  Yet, all along I should have been asking how we can do things God’s
way!  That is not to say we haven’t done things God’s way.  God is creative

1Emily Hull McGee, “Lean into the Holy Invitation of Renewal,” Cooperative Baptist Fellowship Annual
Gathering (August 27, 2021).
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enough to work around our stumbling ways.  But what might God be wanting
us to do in this place at this time?

I don’t have to remind you that this pandemic is different from anything
else we have ever faced as a congregation, but I will remind you that it is no
more challenging than other things we have faced.  This congregation was
born as a fledgling church on the outskirts of town.  It took a while to get it all
figured out.  And sixty-six years later, we are still working it out!

This congregation remained faithful through the social turmoil of the
sixties.  It remained faithful as the nature of the church came under scrutiny
in the seventies.  It took bold stands for civil rights and education, reached out
to homeless individuals and families, insisted that we were to love God with
our minds and our hands just as much as with our hearts.

Over the past quarter of a century, this congregation ministered to its
own and to the community following the devastation of Hurricane Floyd and
the flood that decimated our city.  We faced a traumatic attack on our nation
and rallied to support one another in a time of national grief.  This church
remained steady when one of our dear friends was killed on our property while
trying to help someone in need.  This church weathered the economic
disaster of the Great Recession.  We united to refurbish our sanctuary and
maintain the centrality of music in our worship with a new pipe organ.  We
have reached out to other communities when they experienced trauma.  We
have seen friends move to other cities and other friends move into the arms
of God.  Other challenges and turmoil have visited our fellowship and we have
always responded with confident and generous faith, but we have not allowed
these things to divide or destroy us.

Why should a pandemic or political strife or rampant distrust of authority
or plain and simple animosity of one human toward another threaten this or
any fellowship of faith?  It should not!  These are the things that come out of
the heart.  These are the things that we, by faith, are called to overcome.

The world doesn’t need an anxious church that spends its vital energy
worrying about things over which it has no control.  What the world needs,
what our community needs, what you and I need, is a church that trusts God
to bring us through.  We need a church that trusts God-given talents and
abilities to solve all problems–medical, physical, social, emotional, financial,
organizational, transitional.
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We need a church that trusts God who calls people into the ministry of
the healing arts so that they might keep the people of God healthy and
vibrant.  We need a church that trusts God who calls us to be a community
and to act like a family.  We need a church that acts in faith based on God-
given good sense and hearts overflowing with love, a church that seeks
nothing but good for our neighbors and ourselves.

We need a church whose religion is pure and undefiled before God so
that we explore and discover God in each other and in everything around us. 
We need a church that cares for the vulnerable people in our world and seeks
to transform the world by proclaiming that God’s new day has arrived.  We
need a church that has faith in God who has never failed to see us through
any challenge and who has always called on us to pull together and to give
our very best.

We don’t need an anxious church.  We need a church that still believes
God cares about this place that we call our spiritual home.  We need a church
that still believes that God cares about each and every one of us.  We need
a church that will teach us the commandments of God and help us explore
what they mean for our faith.  We need a church that calls us to live with clean
hands and open hearts, a church that offers us opportunities to live out our
faith, a church that believes God is not finished with us but still calls us to love
our way into God’s new community.  We need a church that listens to God
and then does what God in Christ calls us to do.  That is the church I need. 
I hope it’s the one you want as well.  I pray it is the church we continue to
become together.  Amen.
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August 29, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We know, O God, that all good gifts come from your generous hand. 
The cup of coffee we enjoyed this morning, the bowl of cereal, the paper we
held in our hands, the news we heard with our ears, the soft touch of a loved
one, the kind note of a friend, the medicine that makes us feel better, the
tears that wash out our fears–all of these things and more are generated from
the love that flows from you to us all.  When we take time to think about it,
even on the worst of days, there are many indications of your love in both tiny
and large gifts that come our way.  Thank you.  Thank you for the abundance
of goodness that you pour into our lives.

In gratitude, we pray that our eyes will be focused, our ears alert, and
our hearts open to the revelations of your presence that come to us all day
long.  And once we see and hear and receive the truths you want us to have,
help us, O God, to act and speak and share your word with one another.

It has been a hard week for our world.  The unfolding tragedies in
Afghanistan, the devastation wrought by nature in past weeks and the reality
of what is happening today by storm and fire and flood, the surge of the
Coronavirus, the ongoing hostility between family, friends, neighbors, and
strangers are all more that we can bear.  We pray for your help and ask that
where that help exists, we take advantage of it without quarrel.  We pray for
wisdom and insight and healing of body, mind, and spirit.  We desperately
need your help, O God, and we know that you need our help to accomplish
your work in the world.  May we be grateful partners in all that you do.

You hear us whisper the deeper needs that are ours.  Assure us in this
moment that you have heard our pleas and make us aware in the days to
come of how you are responding to us.  When necessary, use us as vessels
of your generosity to help one another through difficult and trying days.

Thank you, God, for every good gift that comes our way–even this
instance of assurance of your love and healing grace.  Amen.


