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Two weeks ago, Gillian and I had a bittersweet experience – one that many of you 
have had.  We dropped our baby, Sara, off at college.  And if you’ve had the 
experience, you know exactly why I call it “bittersweet.”  We are very proud of our 
daughter for being accepted by a good school, and excited for her about what we 
hope will be a wonderful time of learning and personal growth.  I can’t tell you how 
many people I’ve heard express the feeling that college was “the best years of 
their lives.”  I don’t think I can say the same about my college years, but it is 
certainly pretty far up the list.  I hope Sara feels that way, looking back, someday. 

The “bitter” part is first, we will miss her.  But it is also the parental anxiety that 
comes as you wave good-bye on the dormitory steps.  Although Sara is not 
completely leaving our influence, it is certainly the case that our ability to guide her 
through the difficulties of life will never again be the same as it was.  Sara now has 
to learn to make her own decisions; to manage her own life and negotiate its 
challenges. All we can do is hope that we have prepared her to do that in a very 
complicated world. 

I guess I am particularly anxious because taking Sara to my alma mater made me 
remember my own difficult transition to the freedom of college life.  I didn’t think I 
had overly-restrictive parents, but we had a house where there were rules.  And I 
went to college expecting that it would not be that much different than living at 
home.  As proof of that expectation, I offer the fact that on my very first day at 
college I asked an upper-classman what time we had to be in our rooms at night – 
in other words, “what was my bedtime?”  When he got done laughing, he said, “My 
friend, nobody will even know if you never set foot in your room again.”  With that 
came the dawning realization that I was in a place with almost no rules.  And I 
found that you could ignore what rules there were, like needing to go to class, and 
worry about the consequences later.  These were uncharted, and potentially 
dangerous waters for me. 

Needless to say, I did not distinguish myself in my early days of college.  I did 
things that were stupid, and hurtful, and downright reckless.  Let’s leave it at that.  
But I was saved in time by another dawning realization.  No, my parents had not 
sent me off to college with a long list of rules.  But they had sent me there with a 
framework.  It took me some time to figure out.  I was there to do my very best 
academically and socially so that I would be a productive, engaged, and caring 
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part of the world-after-college.  That was how I was going to be happy.  And it was 
up to me in every situation to make choices that served that objective.   

Today’s gospel lesson is about rules, or a lack of rules.  Jesus and his disciples 
encounter some Pharisees, devout Jews whose primary focus is rules.  Strict 
adherence to the rules was the way that Pharisees were supposed to demonstrate 
their devotion to God.  Following the laws, traditions and customs was their 
earnest attempt to put into practice God’s command from Leviticus 19:2. There it 
says, “You shall be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy.”  But the concern 
Jesus often has with the Pharisees is that their single-minded focus on the letter of 
the law sometimes made following the laws an end in itself, instead of a means of 
seeking to do God’s work in the world.    

At issue today is a custom that the Pharisees have come to treat as part of the 
law.  The Pharisees see the disciples eating without washing their hands.  This 
violated the Jewish tradition of strict cleanliness surrounding food.  Pharisees 
would ritually wash everything from the market before eating it; carefully clean all 
pots and utensils, and scrub their hands before eating.  They taught that failure to 
do so would defile them in the eyes of God, and those people who came in contact 
with them would be defiled as well.  Today the Pharisees demand to know of 
Jesus how his disciples could say that they seek God, yet not “do God’s will” by 
properly washing before they eat. 

Jesus responds that they have it all wrong.  He tells them that what stands in 
opposition to God’s will – evil – does not come from a person’s contact with an 
unclean and impure world.  Evil originates within a person, from what is in his 
heart.  It is not bad things that might go into a person that defile him, it is bad 
things that might come out, both words and deeds, by which a person defiles 
himself.  Jesus is saying that we are not made holy by being careful what we take 
in.  We are made holy by being careful about what we radiate out to the world. 

So, the obvious next question is a sort of “Pharisaic” one.  How do we make sure 
the right things come out?  What are the rules?  Are there any rules?  Much of 
what we read in scripture isn’t a huge amount of help.  Paul admonishes us to “Let 
the same mind be in [us] that was in Christ Jesus.” (Philippians 2:5)  But this 
doesn’t really give us enough practical guidance to be useful as a roadmap. 

But I think this is very much like the process of maturing that I underwent in 
college.  Jesus didn’t drop us off here with a whole list of specific rules for every 
situation. But like my parents did for me, and yours probably did for you, Jesus has 
given us a context – a framework. “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” 
(Matthew 22:39)  And where there are no rules it is up to us, by God’s grace, to 
choose the words and actions in every situation that serve the objective.  Paul 
described it this way in his letter to the Romans: “When Gentiles, who do not 
possess the law, do instinctively what the law requires, these, though not having 
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the law, are a law to themselves.  They show that what the law requires is written 
on their hearts…” (Romans 2:14-15) 

In today’s reading from James, you heard James describe this law that God has 
“written on our hearts.”  He calls it, “the perfect law, the law of liberty…” (James 
1:25)  How is this “the law of liberty?”  I think James means that we are not 
supposed to be following a laundry-list of rules for every occasion.  We are free to 
do what we want to.  But if we would be Christians, we are supposed to be guided 
by a vision. Christ’s vision. 

There’s a term that describes a process of getting better at knowing instinctively 
what is required by the law of love that God has written on our hearts.  It’s called 
maturing as a Christian.  There also a word for the same thing. It’s something 
enabled by God’s grace that happens to us, if we open to it.  It’s called 
“sanctification.”   

John Wesley has his own term for it. He called it “going on to perfection.”  This 
was so important to Wesley, and is such a big part of our denomination’s theology 
of grace, that from Wesley’s time to this day, everyone seeking ordination as an 
elder stands before the assembled clergy and is asked by the bishop, “Are you 
going on to perfection?”  And the answer is, “I am, with God’s help.” 

Of course, Wesley knew that neither he nor anyone else was ever going to 
achieve perfection.  There was only one perfect human.  But what sanctification 
means is growing, by the day, in our willingness and our ability to be motivated in 
every thought, word, and deed, by love – love of God, and love of others.  And it’s 
a little like the paradox that if you keep walking halfway to the door, you will never 
get through it.  But God both calls us, and empowers us, to try. 

There is another, profoundly important, lesson implied in today’s gospel reading 
that’s a little more difficult to locate.  It is simply this: it is impossible to be a 
Christian in isolation.  You see, if the Pharisees are right – if your purity were 
determined by following rules like what you eat and how you eat it – you don’t 
really have to have people around to be right with God.  If holiness just means 
adherence to ritual, you can be holy anywhere, by yourself, on a mountaintop in 
Tibet, or in the middle of the Amazon rainforest. 

But if Jesus is right, and holiness depends on having upright hearts, on the purity 
of our thoughts and feelings, and on what they produce in the world, then holiness 
can be made manifest only in community.  If true holiness means being loving in 
word and action, we can only do that if there are people to around us to love.  If 
true holiness means being willing to seek and offer forgiveness, then we must be 
willing to risk being in relationship with others – even others we may not like very 
much.   If true holiness means showing compassion and generosity, then to be 
holy means to engage all people in need.i 



4 

 

The Pharisees were popular villains in the gospel stories.  But they were not bad 
people. They just got fixated on the wrong things sometimes.  So do we, 
sometimes.  Jesus’ advice to them is just as useful for us today.  Don’t get so 
caught up in rules about rules about how God wants us to be that we forget what 
God wants us to do. 

 

 

 

i This take on the Mark passage was suggested by Sarah Dylan Breuer in her blog at 

http://www.sarahlaughed.net/lectionary/2006/09/proper_17_year_.html 

 

                                                           


