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Oil & Wine Twenty-second Sunday in Ordinary Time  30 August 2009
• Deut 4:1-2, 6-8  • Ps 15 (14):2-5  • Jas 1:17-18, 21b-22  • Mark 7:1-8, 14-15, 21-23

Today we return to Mark’s gospel, and to a very different discussion of eating to that of John’s Bread of Life discourse that we have heard for the last five weeks. As we listen to the gospel we may be tempted to turn a rather deaf ear to this talk about pot washing and hand washing and dietary laws. Those who now gather around Jesus are not the enthusiastic crowds who greeted him on the shore of the Sea of Galilee (Mark 6:52-56); they are the Pharisees and some of the scribes from Jerusalem, the centre of formal opposition to Jesus. We last met these opponents of Jesus in hostile alliance with the Herodians in order to plot how to kill Jesus, for they consider his popularity a dangerous threat to their own power and influence (cf. Mark 3:6).

For the sake of his non-Jewish readers (like us), Mark enumerates some of the ritual practices of washing which, according to the tradition of Ex 30:17-21 and 40:30-32, were applicable only to the priests before they approached the altar to offer sacrifice. The Pharisees, however, had added their own ‘man-made’ and stricter purity laws to this tradition in the effort to make all the people practise a holiness that was excessively exclusive of any contact with what the Pharisees considered alien and unholy. They fell into trap that is still a gaping reality in any religious context: the elevation of one group of zealots’ own precepts and traditions above God’s commandments. In the church today we still have those who “come from Jerusalem,” self-appointed custodians of what they consider is the right tradition, a tradition that is selective and chooses to ignore, for example, the traditions and authority of Vatican II. They are armed with their checklists, and on the lookout for what they regard as liturgical irregularities; their favourite correspondence is negative and critical letters to bishops at home or abroad (in Rome); their concern is with minutiae that their own mind-set magnifies to major issues of faith.

Mark has to address the contemporary situation in his own community: the fact that many Gentiles were entering the Christian communities with little or no knowledge of Judaism. Tension inevitably arose between the Gentile Christians and the Jewish Christians whose faith had been nourished in the rich soil of Judaism and who still held dear those traditions that were reconcilable with the following of Jesus. To reconcile divergent groups in baptismal freedom and love was an ongoing challenge for 1st century religious leaders, as it still is in the 21st century. In his book, What is the Point of Being a Christian?, Timothy Radcliffe OP has a memorable image of and comment on the difficulty of the reconciliation of opposing Christian groups:

All this demands patience. If you have ever tried to breed pandas, then you will know how much time is needed. They ignore each other for years and pretend the other panda does not exist, passing each other in the jungle without so much as a glance. Finally there may be the merest hint of acknowledgement, moments of aggression, the occasional snarl or bite, before finally, if one is very blessed, there may be a tiny panda on the way. That is why pandas are so rare. Christian thinkers are almost as slow as pandas, though fortunately much more numerous.

With a quotation from the prophet Isaiah, Jesus responds to the criticism of some of his disciples – an indication of different opinions and practices among them. The teacher is held responsible for the behaviour of his disciples, and here are some who ignore the regulations of the Pharisees. Jesus addresses the Pharisees and scribes as “hypocrites,” a word derived from the word for actor. They are ‘playacting’ their religion. Jesus speaks in the tradition of the Jewish prophets in whom there is a strong tradition of self-criticism and criticism of God’s people for the sake of turning them towards true faith and worship. For example, Isaiah calls the people to take care of the oppressed (e.g. Is 1:16-17); Amos calls for justice (Amos 5:21, 27); Hosea to purity of active love for the oppressed (Hos 6:6); Micah to justice, kindness and humility (Mic 6:8).  Hypocrisy is a deep malady of the heart. What truly defiles a person is the moral impurity and ethical evil that is savoured in the hearts and then expressed in destructive action. 

The Pharisees and scribes having been left with little right of reply, Jesus withdraws with his disciples into the house to make sure that his disciples understand what he has just taught. Jesus repeats that what defiles a person is not the food that we eat. Our stomachs merely process the food and then we eliminate the waste. It does not touch the heart. So that he may be recognised as not setting aside God’s teaching that is revealed in the Torah, Jesus lists evil acts and moral defects, all of which are either directly proscribed in the Ten Commandments or indirectly related to them, and all of which are symptoms of the sickness of a defiled heart. Translated into our own lives and time these could serve as a valuable ‘heart scan.’ We might also read Paul’s positive description of a healthy heart in Gal 5:22-23.

The reading from the Book of Deuteronomy (the name deriving from ‘second law,’ in the sense of the ‘seconding’ or reaffirmation of the Mosaic Law) was written many centuries after the death of Moses. But to add authority, and in a way acceptable to ancient authorship, the words we hear today are put into the mouth of Moses, the great leader and friend of God. He urges the people to fidelity to God’s law, which is not something to be tampered with by addition or subtraction – which is a very different process to interpretation of the law. The Book of Deuteronomy is itself witness to such ongoing interpretation, interpretation which found its ultimate expression in Jesus’ words and deeds. Whereas the laws of the other nations in the ancient world were observed primarily to win the favour of the gods, Israel’s obedience was a response of love to the love already shown to them: “For what other great nation has a god so near to it as the Lord our God is whenever we call to him?” As in the gospel, such an obedient response must be from the heart. In every age, credible witness is a matter of the heart.

The responsorial Ps 15 probably originated as part of an entrance rite conducted by a priest for pilgrims who were entering the Temple in Jerusalem, but then also found its place in other community gatherings for worship as a constant reminder of the need for integrity of life and liturgy. It is significant that no mention is made of purity rituals or of sacrificial requirements. What make a person fit to be present before the Presence is loving obedience from a truthful heart, expressed in justice towards one’s neighbours and wider community in both word and action.

The Letter of James, which we read today and for the next four Sundays, reminds us that God is the source of every good gift, including our precious birthright as his children. James calls God “the Father of all light” who is our constant enlightening and guiding presence. God’s love never waxes nor wanes as do the lights of the cosmos. As in the other readings for this Sunday, James is also concerned with the interiority and intimacy of God’s word. To describe the way in which this is spoken to us, he uses the beautiful imagery of the “implanted word.” If we offer God our hearts as rich and welcoming soil, the divine word will grow, transform and save us. But to make our hearts, our personal depths, into rich and fertile soil, we need to be alert and watchful for the small weeds that can grow into suffocating wickedness, and uproot these before they take hold of our hearts. Integrity of hearing and doing the word is again stressed, and James grounds his words in practical love that results in the care of vulnerable people. In James’ social context these were especially orphans and widows, those without any legal status or political power. In our own social situation we can surely name many other vulnerable and dispossessed people, and for them we also have a Christian responsibility that is the fruit of the implanted word. As we leave our eucharistic assembly today, is there at least a tiny, fragile shoot of determined action on behalf of such brothers and sisters pushing up from our hearts?

Form the beginning of his Rule, Benedict recognises that the fidelity of disciples is a matter of the heart. Our listening, our ready obedience, our truthfulness, the energy and strength with which we continue to run towards the kingdom, the “unspeakable sweetness of love” for God which expands our hearts – these are the pulse of our relationship with God (cf. RB Prol 1.1, 10, 26, 28, 40, 49). “What Are the Tools of Good Works?” (RB 4) is all under the love commandment of its first verse, and Benedict echoes today’s gospel with his desire for his followers to rid their hearts of all deceit (RB 4.24) and always “speak the truth with heart and tongue” (RB 4.28).Vigorous Christian action is needed to rid one’s heart of defiling thoughts (RB 4.50). Just as Jesus names the evils that can take root in our hearts, so Benedict also recognises that the untended heart bears the undesirable and often wildly propagating fruits of contentious self-centredness and defiance of authority (RB 3.8-9), grumbling and grudging obedience (RB 5.17-19), and the overindulgence which is more concerned with the stomach than with the heart (RB 39.9)!   
