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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
a     a     a

General Convention, the governing body of the Episcopal Church
met in Austin in July this year. Those of you who have attended in
the past know that it’s a gruelling ten days with a tightly packed 
and very controlled agenda. Many witnesses testify that the
organizing and controlling group consists mostly of aging baby
boomers intent on imposing their outdated vision on the church. 
But cracks are beginning to appear. Several articles I’ve read and
the people I know who attended all seem happy to report that a
younger generation of Episcopalians started pushing back this year.
So when the convention organizers presented one particular motion
that would have been detrimental to the spiritual life of the church,
they were defeated. 

That motion was that General Convention should begin the process
of revising the Book of Common Prayer in order to remove, as far
as possible, all references to God as Father, Jesus as Son and the
Holy Spirit as he/him. But we just can’t do that, fundamentally
because in Jesus God has revealed himself as Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit. And since God has revealed himself in no other way,
we cannot address God in any other way. A recent Pew Research
poll found that most millennials in the Church want to worship
God as he has revealed himself in Jesus and as he is presented in
the ancient liturgies of the Church, and not in ways that obscure
what he has revealed about himself.

When Moses says in today’s first lesson, “You must neither add
anything to what I command you, nor take away anything from it,”
we need to be clear that he’s talking specifically about the law that
God gave him on the mountain shortly after leading his people out

of Egyptian slavery. I say this because there’s a modern tendency
to assume that Moses is talking about the whole Old Testament
when he warns the people not to add or delete anything. At the time
God the law, there was no OT. None of it had been written yet, and
most of it hadn’t happened yet. There was only the law, the 613
commandments that God gave to Moses to govern every aspect of
Israel’s life and worship under the headings of worship, morals and
diet. And the only part of the law that had been written down at
that time was the Ten Commandments, which God himself wrote
on two stone tablets. 

It’s also important to know that the only part of that law that’s ever
been repealed is the dietary commandments, the stuff about eating
pork and lobster and other tasty treats. But there’s also a modern
tendency to think that when Jesus came, he did away with the ritual
laws as well, so that all that remains in force is the moral law. The
ritual laws have to do with what kinds of sacrifices are offered, for
what purpose, and in what time of the year. But that’s not so either.
Both the moral laws and the ritual laws are still on the books. 

What changed with Jesus is that he fulfilled all the ritual laws. He
carried them out once for all time. After he died on the cross as the
perfect, unrepeatable sacrifice for the sins of the whole world, then
rose from the dead, and finally ascended into heaven to present his
sacrifice to the Father and to intercede for his people, there’s no
longer any need to repeat the rituals of the temple. What God’s
people do now is to revisit the cross and the empty tomb and the
ascension, and participate in all of it every time we celebrate the
Holy Eucharist. 

All of this reinforces the fact that, as James says in today’s second
reading, God never changes. That’s another place where some run
into trouble. They tend to see Jesus as taking God’s people on a
whole different path than the one we see laid out in the OT. And
that has led some to conclude that Jesus is different from his
Father, either than he’s not really God or that he’s a different god
altogether. But as Scripture testifies from start to finish, and as



Jesus himself declared, he and the Father are one, and the Spirit is
one with them (cf Gen 1:2; Jn 15:26). They all share the same substance,
the same mind, the same will. And God’s plan for us is eternal and
unchanging. He knew sin was going to infect his creation before he
ever created anything, so his plan to redeem it was in place before
the first sin was committed. The centerpiece of that plan is Jesus,
what he did for us all back then, what he’s continuing to do in and
through his Church, and how he’s going to wrap it all up when he
comes again in glory. So Jesus hasn’t taken his people on a
different path at all. His incarnation, his taking on our humanity, is
a major phase of the original, eternal plan. God never changes–
“you are always the same, and your years will never end” (Ps 102:27).

I’ve always loved James’s line at the beginning of today’s second
lesson: “Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above,
coming down from the Father of lights with whom there is no
variation or shadow due [=destined] to change.” All good things
come from God, whom James calls “the Father of lights,” to
indicate that God is the Creator of the heavenly bodies– “galaxies,
suns, the planets in their courses” (Eucharistic Prayer C, BCP 370). But
unlike the sun which, causes shadows that continually shift as the
earth turns, there’s no variation, no shifting shadows, under the
light of God. He doesn’t say one thing to one prophet, and
something different to another. The law of Christ is not a departure
from the law of Moses, but the fulfilment of it. God never changes.
And since he is good, he has no need for shadows, either to hide in
or to deceive us with. 

But people change all the time, because we’re infected with sin.
And sinful people are shadowy people, we have things to hide. So
we’re always looking for ways to skirt around the law of of liberty,
as James calls it, the perfect law of God that alone can free us from
sin, and from the shame of our sin. Adam and Eve tried to hide
themselves from God after they committed the first sin, and we’ve
been trying to do it ever since.

Paul explains that the law of Moses was given by God to act as a

sort of guardrail to keep his people from going off a cliff and to get
them safely to where he was leading them. And where he was
leading them was to Christ, who would finally justify them, make
them righteous through believing in him (cf Gal 3:24-25), because, as
Paul says, what makes us righteous before God is not that we obey
the law– perfect obedience is impossible for sinful people– but that
we believe in his Son. 

Well, over time the religious leaders took that guardrail idea and
extended it further and further, in an effort to put a wider cushion
between the people and the possibility of committing sin, because
of the impossibility of perfect obedience. It’s like this: When you
drive along a country road, you know that there’s no shoulder.
Quite often the ditch starts where the pavement ends. On state and
federal highways there’s usually a white stripe along the edge, with
a foot or so of paved shoulder beyond that. Then when you get on
the interstate, there’s a rumble strip to warn drivers that they’re
wandering, then a shoulder as wide as a driving lane, and quite far
out there’s a fence to keep big animals away. 

What the religious leaders did was to put a wide margin, something
like that, between the people and the limits of the law. Over time
it became pretty complicated, and by about the second century AD
it had all been written down in one book called the Talmud, which
orthodox Jews still follow. The only actual legal requirement about
hand-washing was that the priests do it before going into the
temple. But by the time of Jesus, all the people were required to
wash their hands when they woke up, before they prayed, after
leaving a cemetery, before breaking bread at meals– but only
certain kinds of bread, after consuming a certain kind of salt, and
of course, after using the bathroom, which is always a good thing.
But none of this was in the law of God; it was added later as an
extra bit of protection. All kinds of regulations like those were
developed to cover just about every aspect of life. And before they
were all compiled into the Talmud, they were known as the
Tradition of the Elders. What we call the Christian Tradition, aka



the Great Tradition, is something different. That refers to the whole
body of Christian teaching from just after the apostles right up to
the present. Rules and regulations are different– in the Church
those are called canon law.

Well, in today’s gospel, Mark explains the hand-washing rule by
saying that “the Pharisees, and all the Jews, don’t eat unless they
thoroughly wash their hands, thus observing the tradition of the
elders;  and they don’t 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.” He’s indicating how
complicated, and how onerous, the “tradition of the elders” had
become by that time. But Jesus, being the author of the law,
because he’s the Word of God, disregarded the tradition of the
elders by not requiring his disciples to wash before eating. The
Pharisees didn’t like that. And what’s worse, the way they worded
their complaint to Jesus sounds like they were calling into question
his disciples’ whole character based on one little mistake: “Why do
your disciples not live according to the tradition of the elders,” they
ask, “but eat with dirty hands?” 

People do that all the time, don’t they? There’s no shortage of
Christian Pharisees who throw fits because somebody sits in the
wrong pew, or brings a drink into the church, or doesn’t take their
fussy baby out. Then there are the ones who say really horrible
things like, “Catholics are going to go to hell because they pray to
Mary”; “So-and-so’s not saved because he drinks”; “God hates
those people.” Well Jesus indicted all those people, both then and
now, when he said, “‘This people honors me with their lips,  but
their hearts are far from me...’ You abandon the commandment of
God and hold to human tradition.” St Irenaeus, one of the earliest
contributors to the Christian tradition, accused the Pharisees of
“suppressing some of the commandments [of God], adding new
ones, and giving others their own interpretations, thus making the
law serve their own purposes” (Against Heresies IV, 12, 1-2). 

What they were doing, in effect, was leading the people to believe

that God is distant, unreachable without the help of the religious
leaders who set themselves up as gate-keepers, all of which is false.
“The Lord is near to all who call upon Him... in truth,” the psalmist
says (Ps 145:18). And James, later in the letter we began reading
today, says, “Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you” (4:8).

So one of the things Jesus determined to do in his earthly ministry
was to cut through all that, to show how easily man-made
regulations can obscure the glory of God, sort of like how tarnish
obscures the brilliance of silver. And in so doing, Jesus revealed
the truth that God is much more accessible than “the tradition of
the elders” made him out to be. Yet, in spite of that fact, our sinful
human tendency is still to try to obscure God behind our bad
interpretations, to make his word serve our own purposes, and to
set up our own agendas as being more authoritative than the Word
of God. 

So getting back to Moses’ stern warning about changing what God
commanded them, there are similar warnings in the New
Testament. At the end of Revelation, the last book of the Bible,
John very sternly warns that if anyone tries to alter what’s in it,
“God will take away that person’s share in the tree of life and in the
holy city” (Rev 22:18-19). Like Moses’ warning, John is speaking here
only about the book of Revelation. Paul, however, makes the
general pronouncement in Galatians: “As we have said before, so
now I repeat, if anyone proclaims to you a gospel contrary to what
you received, let that one be accursed!” By ‘gospel’ he means the
whole revelation of God– everything that God has revealed about
himself, including that he is Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and
everything else that the Church has discerned to be the Word of
God, from Genesis to Revelation. Woe to those who try to change
it, because to do so is to obscure what God has to say to his people,
and to obscure God himself from his people. So the bottom line is,
just don’t do it!  In the Name of... 

a.m.d.g.
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