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Mark 7: 1-8, 14-15, 21-23

 

“So What Do We Do Now?”

So what does it all mean?

 

After I watched this video the 1st time, I was exhausted by the amount of information.  My guess is that some of you feel wiped out, too.  If you’re averse to change, perhaps you feel yourself starting to hyperventilate a little.  And if you love change, you might feel quite content.  Some of you may be filling the role of the Pharisee, too, by questioning the information you just received.  

 

Many people are averse to change; my guess is that many churchgoers are averse to change.  My guess is that Presbyterian churchgoers are especially averse to change.  Our denomination is a traditional one that attracts traditional people.  We like things a certain way.  Change doesn’t come easily.  And we value tradition; sometimes, we even worship tradition.

 

Here’s a case in point:

Harvard Divinity School’s Dean Sperry used to tell about a Dutch Reformed Church back in Holland that worshipped in a building old enough to have been a Roman Catholic Church before the Reformation.  As worshippers left their very Protestant service every Sunday, they would bow to a bare white wall at the back of the church.  They did this out of tradition that had been passed down from one generation to another.

 

One day workmen discovered that underneath this blank wall was a painting of the Virgin Mary.  A full century before, reformers had painted over the wall in their zeal to rid the church of icons.  A hundred years later, no one had seen the painting, knew it was there, or even why they bowed to that white wall.  But it was tradition to bow, and so they did, even though they forgot why they were doing it.

 

The story from Mark is another rendition of good traditions gone stale.  The tradition in question here had to do with washing your hands before supper.  The Pharisees were aghast that the disciples didn’t wash up before eating.  “Why don’t they follow tradition?” They demand to know.  But there is no Biblical law about washing hands before dinner.  Washing one’s hands before dinner was just another one of those traditions that got started and everyone followed, even though no one could really remember how or when it started.  

 

“Your hands are defiled,” the Pharisees smugly, self-righteously, proclaimed to Jesus and his disciples.  Jesus, however, wasn’t going to take their criticism lying down.  “You hypocrites,” Jesus said.  “Isaiah wrote about your kind.  You’ll pay God honor with your lips, but your hearts are as cold as ice.”

 

Jesus’ words aren’t only a critique of the Pharisees; they are a harsh critique of religion in general.  Every religious tradition falls into the trap of getting so wrapped up in its traditions, that the people forget what those traditions meant in the first place.  The Pharisees did it; the Catholic Church before the Reformation did it; and Presbyterians do it.  We get so wrapped up in our traditions, that we begin to worship them more than we do God.  “But we’ve always done it this way,” we say. 

 

Now, I realize we probably don’t want to hear this message from Jesus.  We don’t want to hear it any more than the Pharisees wanted to hear it.  But every once in a while you’ve got to take stock of how and why you do things.

 

And the church (and by this I mean church in the broadest sense of the term); the church isn’t alone in this boat.  An insightful blog post last week by Gary Hamel of the Wall Street Journal brought this to light.  He was writing about organized religion’s “management problem”.  “Organizations lose their relevance when the rate of internal change lags the pace of external change”, he writes.  “And that’s the problem that besets many churches-and secular institutions-today.  General Motors, Sony, Motorola, United Airlines, AOL, Yahoo, Sears, Starbucks-how have these companies been doing in recent years?  Not too well.  And not just because of the recession, but because they got stuck in the mud; they fell in love with the status quo.”

 

He goes on to write that the pace of change is hypercritical-something we saw in the “Did you know?” video.  And while we didn’t ask for change, we have to deal with it.  Because, as Hamel writes, “In this environment, you’re either going forward or backwards-but you’re never standing still-and at the moment, a lot of organizations, churches included, are going backwards.”

 

Now, you should know that most of what Hamel blogged about he spoke about at a leadership conference at Willow Creek Community Church.  The leadership summit featured both pastors and non-church speakers, including Carly Fiorina, Tony Blair, and a “slightly nerdish business school professor,” (Hamel’s words, not mine).

 

Hamel is deeply concerned and interested in religious institutions getting a management reboot, because he believes that the church has an essential role to play in society.

 

But he’s also honest and realizes that today, only 17.5% of the population attends church on an average weekend.

 

So, what do we do?

 

Jesus answers that question in today’s story.  But before we get to his answer, let’s take note of two responses popular in both church and secular circles. 

 

The first response to change is knee-jerk traditionalism.  It daydreams of a time in the past when all was well; when we didn’t have all these problems we do today.  And if we all would just go back to the good old days with good old-fashioned, traditional values, things would be OK again.  If we’d just do things the way we always did them, things would get better.  Or, we just need to do what we currently do, but better.  

 

The other response is a knee-jerk “all change is great” reaction.  The innovators imagine a future that is free of the past, where everything is new and fresh.  All we need to do is get rid of the old and bring in the new, and things will be better than they are today.

 

Neither the traditionalists nor the innovators are wrong. Traditions are good.  Rituals are important. Innovations are good.  Creativity is important.  But the traditionalists and innovators aren’t entirely right, either.  Something creative can turn into something stale.  Ask any church doing contemporary worship, and they’ll tell you it can get stale.  Of course, ask a church that’s really on the cutting edge, and they’ll tell you that contemporary worship is outdated.

 

But, church traditions can become an empty ritual, and people do lose sight of why they started in the first place.  There was a story told about an arch-traditionalist Scots Presbyterian churchgoer who took the rules about Sabbath-keeping to be the very heart of the gospel itself.  After church one Sunday she waved a newspaper under her pastor’s nose.  It contained a photo of the Queen out for a boat ride on a Sunday afternoon.  “Such blatant violation of the Sabbath,” she ranted.  “What are you going to do about it?”  The pastor, who must have had enough of her moral scolding, pointed out that in the gospels we are told that Jesus himself was in a boat on the Sea of Galilee on the Sabbath.  The woman looked the pastor in the eye and shot back, “Aye, that may be so, but two wrongs don’t make a right.”

 

Jesus’ answer to the situation at hand doesn’t dismiss the Pharisees’ tradition, but it doesn’t hold it in high regard, either.  Instead, he answers the theological problem of what to do with traditions with a theological answer.

 

First, I believe, that we can affirm that traditions are good.  The innovators may disagree, but theologically speaking, traditions are good.  Remember your creation story?  God declared everything God made good; and then God created a helper for Adam, because God didn’t want Adam to be alone.  And out of those good declarations, traditions grew.

They’re comprised of the practices, beliefs, relationships, stories, rituals and customs that are outgrowths of our relationships.  And because God placed us in this material world, and meant for us to live with others, we can assume that traditions are good because they express God’s intentions for us.   

But like all things God declared good, sometimes, things go wrong.  Things happen.  The tradition becomes the end-all and be-all.  And the next thing you know what started out as a good tradition with good intentions, like everyone gathering at Grandma’s for Thanksgiving dinner, becomes a major headache for everyone involved because it just has to be that way.

 

In the story from Mark, the tradition of washing one’s hands before eating was rooted in a deep, heartfelt expression of faith.  But over time the tradition took precedence.  And those who didn’t wash their hands were criticized unmercifully; despite the fact that the disciples had left families, homes, and livelihoods to do something faithful.

 

So if traditions, at heart, start out with good intentions, what do you do when they go stale?  At church or at home?

 

I think we can start by critiquing the tradition.  Why are we doing this again?  What purpose does it serve?  And from there, begin to retrieve the tradition: can we do it differently?  Can we fulfill the tradition’s purpose but in a different way?  Can something new come from something old?

 

Our theology tells us the answer is yes.  Something new can come something from old.  In fact, we believe that something new can even come from something dead.  But we have to be willing to let go of the old to bring something new to life.  So after critiquing the tradition, we need to retrieve it but refashion it in a new light.

 

Some of you probably have a GPS system in your car.  I don’t.  I’m still printing my directions from mapquest the 2004 way.  I even have a Rand McNally road map in my car-something terribly outdated!  As I understand GPS systems, one plugs in the destination, and a nice woman’s voice begins telling you how to get there.  Go east, turn left; veer right.  But from what I’ve been told, sometimes the GPS is wrong.  And when the driver knows this and begins going another way, the nice woman isn’t so nice anymore.  “Proceed right,” She demands.  “Proceed.”  

 

Well, Sometimes, proceeding gets you no where.  Always following the directions can take you the long, circuitous route.  Sometimes, turning back isn’t the best answer, either.  Sometimes, we need to reconfigure the GPS system and move ahead in a new direction.  Because in this day and age, remember-you’re never standing still.  You’re either moving forwards or backwards.

 

Amen.
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Did You Know? originally started out as a PowerPoint presentation for a faculty meeting in August 2006 at Arapahoe High School in Centennial, Colorado, United States. The presentation "went viral" on the Web in February 2007 and, as of June 2007, had been seen by at least 5 million online viewers. Today the old and new versions of the online presentation have been seen by at least 20 million people, not including the countless others who have seen it at conferences, workshops, training institutes, and other venues.

Holy and Gracious God, we give you thanks for
family, friends, life, love - for
All the blessings (name blessings and thanksgivings)
you have bestowed upon us.

In Your mercy, hear our prayer.

God of our Mothers and Fathers, your desire for
us leads the way, may we have
the ears to hear the cries of this world -
responding with Your hope.

In Your mercy, hear our prayer.

Compassionate One, fill us with your love that we
may see deeply into all the needs
around us, (name the hurts, needs, and hope you are carrying)
help us to care with Your heart.

In Your mercy, hear our prayer.

May Your love, Your grace, Your compassion,
Your mercy, carry us away, this day
and lead us with love
to be Your hands and heart in the world.

Amen.


 

 

 

  

  

