
SERMON FOR TRINITY 13, 29 AUGUST 2021, ZOOM COMMUNION AT BOYTON 

Texts: Deut. 4.1-2,6-9; James 1.17-27; Mark 7. 1-8,14-15, 21-23 

GOSPEL 

Now when the Pharisees and some of the scribes who had come from Jerusalem gathered 
around Jesus, they noticed that some of his disciples were eating with defiled hands, that is, 
without washing them. (For the Pharisees, and all the Jews, do not eat unless they thoroughly 
wash their hands, thus observing the tradition of the elders; and 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.) So, 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?’ Jesus said to them, ‘Isaiah prophesied rightly about you hypocrites, as it is written, 
“This people honours me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me; 
in vain do they worship me, teaching human precepts as doctrines.” 

Then he called the crowd again and said to them, ‘Listen to me, all of you, and understand: there 
is nothing outside a person that by going in can defile, but the things that come out are what 
defile.’ For it is from within, from the human heart, that evil intentions come: fornication, theft, 
murder, adultery, avarice, wickedness, deceit, licentiousness, envy, slander, pride, folly. All 
these evil things come from within, and they defile a person.’ 

SERMON 

Have you heard the story of the Abbot’s cat? In one monastery, a novice noticed with interest 
that, as the procession of monks reached the front of the church, they all made a detour around 
one particular seat, even if no-one was sitting there, and continued on their way. No-one 
commented on it. But eventually the novice felt he had to ask why, and one of the older monks 
explained that many years before, the then abbot had a cat – let us call him Catechism – and 
when all came for the daily services, Catechism came too, and sat in the aisle next to the abbot’s 
chair. So of course, the incoming procession moved around him, and it became the tradition. 
And the tradition endured long after Catechism had gone to the happy hunting ground in the 
heavens. 

Tradition is such a powerful force. How often have you asked – in the context of an office, or 
a school, or a church “Why on earth are we doing this?” – and got the answer  “But we’ve 
always done it this way”. And often it’s really no longer needed, but the tradition persists. In 
the first part of our gospel Jesus is criticising slavish attention to the traditions of the elders, 
calling them man-made rules rather than God’s laws. Elsewhere he criticises the scribes and 
Pharisees for burdening the faithful with impossible rules, without lifting a finger to support 
them. This is pretty radical stuff – there are so many rules in Jewish tradition (613) and they 
date back to time immemorial so they are untouchable. But now, in our gospel,  Jesus himself, 
who has come to fulfil the Law and the prophets, indicates that the rules are no longer 
necessary, only the Law of love…not a new law but newly expressed law,  modelled in his life 
and death. A law summarised by St Augustine (whose feast day was yesterday) in the phrase 
“Love - and then do what you want”. Perfect freedom, under the law of love. 

And what Jesus says ought to make us pause, and think – Do we stay with the foundations of 
our faith, or do we allow extra traditions and rules to grow up, and give too much attention to 
them? To the details of our services? To how we exchange the peace? Jane Williams asked, “Is 



the church, like a ship, so weighted down with the barnacles of tradition, that if you stripped 
them off there might only be holes, and the ship would sink?” We know and love our tradition, 
and we have a rich inheritance…but it needs to be kept in perspective, so that it continues to 
enrich rather than hinder our relationship with God. We might even have to be prepared to 
move on from particular traditions into God’s freedom. This might not be comfortable. 

Then, in the second part of our gospel, Jesus goes to the heart of the matter, to the object of 
what the ancient laws and customs were trying to ensure – what is true purity? Purity laws are 
a way of establishing boundaries, and embattled minorities will establish and enforce their own 
cultural practices as a way of reinforcing their identity – anyone who ignores the rules is a 
threat. Think of tiny Christian communities meeting in hostile places like China or Iran. Think 
of Jewish communities in Nazi Germany or occupied France. But Jesus goes beyond any such 
restrictive rules, and declares God’s kingdom as open to all, to anyone who will come 
regardless of background. Which is terribly threatening to those clinging to the symbols of their 
social or religious identity, enshrined in the codes of behaviour, such as ritual washing or how 
(and what) you cook. And actually it might be quite threatening to us.  How many of us feel 
comfortable worshipping in a congregation  moved by the Spirit to pray in tongues? Or to pray 
extempore in a house group? Or to follow the rituals of a Roman Catholic High Mass or an 
Orthodox liturgy? But we are all brothers and sisters in Christ.  Jesus is inaugurating the new 
Kingdom of God; the old law laid down purity and the codes of behaviour as signposts to the 
Messiah’s reign – but when the Messiah comes, when you have arrived at your destination, 
you don’t need signposts. Now it’s a matter of the heart – “Blessed are the pure in heart”. 

We see in many places – perhaps most acutely at present in Afghanistan – how Religion based 
on tradition focuses on rules and can become tyranny – imposing orthodoxy, excluding and 
punishing non-conformers, making harsh judgements. But the faith to which Jesus invites us – 
the faith which we have embraced and which we follow as best we can – is based on the love 
of God implanted in our hearts. And our faith makes us open to all, and concerned not with 
rules but with what God’s love shows us as the way forward. And God’s agenda (a lovely 
phrase of Archbishop Desmond Tutu) is often different from what we tend to focus on in 
church. God’s agenda is about poverty and justice.  It is informed by strong and active 
compassion. It doesn’t judge; it encourages us to examine ourselves, accept criticism and 
regularly confess our shortcomings; it respects difference, and encourages us and others to be 
more loving… It is not interested in tradition! It urges us to practical action to show our love 
for our neighbours, be they near or far …..and above all, it is based on the glorious knowledge 
that God loves us and Christ has died for us. This gives us the strength, the security and the 
grace to follow the new Law, the law of love, and to serve God and our neighbours with joy 
and devotion, and in the freedom of our salvation. Praise to God for his amazing love! Amen 

 

 


