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Broken and Beloved

Why do your disciples not live according to the tradition of the elders?

In the name of God: the Source of Life, the Word of Love, and the Spirit of Truth.  Amen.
Reading today’s gospel might feel a little bit like watching reality TV shows that were filmed before the pandemic. In those shows, people are hugging! They are shaking hands! They are gathering in big crowds and touching each other! Even though we know rationally that those behaviors did not carry the same risk at the time of filming, it can still feel wildly uncomfortable for us. How can they be standing so close together?

That was more or less my initial reaction to the revelation in the Gospel of Mark that some of the disciples of Jesus did not wash their hands before eating! After 18 months of being told how important handwashing is, of singing “Happy Birthday” or counting to 20 to be sure I’m washing thoroughly enough, and of carrying around hand sanitizer in a way I never did before, it is quite jarring to encounter the followers of Jesus exhibiting such disregard for basic hygiene. I’m kind of with the Pharisees on this one: Why aren’t you washing your hands??

Of course, once we move past the initial shock and dismay, we discover that the discussion between Jesus and the Pharisees is not about hygiene at all. In that time, people had a limited understanding of how disease spreads, and they knew nothing about bacteria and viruses. No, the Pharisees are not concerned about physical cleanliness. Their concern is spiritual cleanliness, or what scholars call “ritual purity.”
The text tells us that “all the Jews” participated in these purification rituals, but that is an overgeneralization. Then, as now, there were a wide range of interpretations among Jewish people of how the law of Moses should be applied to daily life. The Pharisees had a particularly complex and regulated approach, based not only on the Hebrew scriptures, but also on generations of interpretation: “the tradition of the elders.”

And that is where they and Jesus come to disagree. Jesus criticizes the Pharisees for being overly concerned with maintaining external rules and regulations and forgetting to tend to what matters most: the thoughts and intentions of the human heart. Jesus is not rejecting the law. He is calling them to remember the true purpose of the law: to shape them into a holy people, in right relationship with God, with one another, and with creation. 

Just to be clear: Jesus is not anti-handwashing! I am quite sure that if he were standing here today, he would be telling all of us to wash our hands. It remains one of our best defenses, together with masks and vaccination, against COVID-19 and other illnesses. It is also one of the best ways that we can protect the most vulnerable among us—and that is something that Jesus cared about a lot.

Jesus’ critique of the Pharisees is something that those of us who are highly “religious” need to be reminded of again and again. In the Episcopal Church, we are certainly very attached to our rituals and our traditions. We like the familiarity and comfort of doing things the way that we always have. At times, our concern with maintaining decency and order gets in the way of responding to others with the love and compassion that Jesus demonstrated.

This is precisely what has made the disruption caused by the pandemic so hard for our church communities and our members. It is also what makes this a unique opportunity: a once-in-a-century chance to reevaluate what is truly important about our religious and spiritual lives. The old ways of doing things have been painfully stripped away. What remains essential? What do we want to hold onto? What do we no longer need? What are we being forced to let go of in order to embrace the fullness of God’s love?

I always like to point out that our first reading today is the only time that the Song of Songs appears among our scriptures on a Sunday morning. This is for a pretty simple reason: most of the Song of Songs is erotic love poetry, and it doesn’t mention God at all! In some medieval monastic communities, monks were not even allowed to read the Song of Songs until they had reached sufficient spiritual maturity that their chastity would not be threatened by the very clear literal meaning of the text.
Yet, in this lyrical celebration of human love, people of faith have long found an allegory of God’s love for humanity, and of our human longing to experience closeness with the divine. Perhaps, with all that has been taken away, this is what still remains: The desire to know God as our Beloved, to hear God’s voice speaking to us words of tenderness and delight, to trust in the assurance that the love of God already dwells within us.

And so, in the words of our opening hymn by Charles Wesley, we pray:

Love divine, all loves excelling,
joy of heaven, to earth come down,
fix in us thy humble dwelling,
all thy faithful mercies crown.
Jesus, thou art all compassion,
pure, unbounded love thou art;
visit us with thy salvation,
enter every trembling heart.
Amen.
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