“Keeping Your Eye on the Ball”

Mark 7:1-8, 14-16, 21-21a
I love watching little kids learning to play a new sport.  I love their joy and excitement when they finally score their first point in basketball or kick their first goal in soccer.  And I particularly love the sound of a bat hitting a baseball when a kid finally makes solid contact.  Of course, I also have a little apprehension for that kid in that moment, standing tall and proud after making their first base hit, because I know what’s in store for him.

There’s something addictive about the feeling of hitting a baseball.  It feels so good to hit that ball.  In the younger leagues, if you can hit the ball to third base, you’re probably going to beat the throw to first, and that feels good.  But imagine how good it would feel to hit the ball into the outfield.  Little kids have a hard time throwing the ball all the way back into the infield, so it takes a while to get the ball where you want it to go.  Any hit that makes it into the outfield is probably going to be a double or maybe even a triple.  And that feels even better.  But that only leaves them wanting more.  Imagine how good it would feel to hit the ball all the way over the fence—a home run!
You can see it happening, as they swing a little bit harder and a little bit harder.  Pretty soon they’re swinging so hard they take their eye off the ball.  And then they can’t hit the ball at all.  That is one of the biggest challenges in teaching a kid to hit.  You’ve got to keep your eye on the ball.

In a way, I think that’s sort of what happened to the Pharisees.  You see, the Pharisees weren’t bad people.  They were the most law abiding, scripture-reading, synagogue-going Jews of their time.  More than anything, they wanted to obey the Laws of God, because it feels good when you obey God’s law.  Psalm 1 says: “Happy are those who…delight in the law of the Lord.”  You see, the Laws of God guide us into a healthy worshipful relationship with our creator, and healthy, constructive, and respectful relationships with our neighbors.  And that feels really good.  But sometimes it feels so good we start trying a little too hard.

In our reading this morning, some Pharisees approach Jesus and ask, “Why do your disciples break the tradition of the Elders?  For they do not wash their hands before they eat.”  Now their concern here is not hygiene.  In the pre-scientific world of the first century, the scribes and the Pharisees knew nothing about germs and bacteria.  Their concern is for ritual purity.

The tradition of hand washing before meals was intended to maintain ritual purification in case a person had touched anything or anyone the Old Testament law declared “unclean.” For example, some animals, a corpse, certain forbidden foods, or diseased persons were declared unclean.  But this concern in our Gospel reading is peculiar and perplexing, because nowhere in the Hebrew scriptures are ordinary Israelites required to wash their hands before eating.  Now if a priest touched anything unclean, then the priest would be required to wash his hands and feet before performing his priestly duties, but nowhere in scripture does this command apply to the average everyday Israelite before eating.

Over a long period of time and with the best of intensions, the Pharisees and the scribal experts of God’s Law had tried to apply ancient biblical customs to their modern situation.  Now this effort grew out of a noble desire.  They wanted to be obedient to God’s will in every aspect of every moment of their day.  They wanted that good feeling of obeying God’s law.  Gradually a second written document began developing along side the Hebrew Scriptures.  It was designed to help Israel fulfill the will of God in every imaginable situation. And this second written document was called ‘The Tradition of the Elders.’

The biblical command for Priestly hand washing is a good example of this process.  In the first stage of the development of “The Tradition of the Elders,” the biblical legal experts applied this principle to the everyday life of all Israelites, not just Priests.  And the first way it was applied to the average Israelite was like this: Whenever an Israelite actually came into contact with something or someone unclean, the moral code said they simply had to wash their hands.

Years later, the truly zealous Israelites took these teachings even further and upheld them more stringently.  They didn’t want accidentally or unwittingly to break ritual purity.  So, they regularly washed their hands, just in case they came into contact with anything unclean without realizing it.  And they particularly washed their hands before meals because they began to worry that outside spiritual contamination could get inside their bodies.

In the final stage of development, the extraordinary measures of the super-righteous became the standard of expected behavior on all Israelites.  The ritual practice of hand washing before every meal became the standard for judging who truly loved the law of God and who did not, even though the Bible never requires this custom.
The Scribes and the Pharisees in this story came from Jerusalem.  They’re sort of the brass from headquarters sent to investigate Jesus.  By raising this issue, these officials are implying that Jesus’ disciples don’t respect the Laws of God.  And under the assumption of ‘guilty by association,’ their further implication is neither does Jesus.  Now Jesus cares greatly for the Law of God, but Jesus knew how to keep his eye on the ball.  “Listen to me, all of you, and understand:” says Jesus, “there is nothing outside a person that can defile…For it is from within, from the human heart, that evil intentions come.”

When God first presented his laws to the people of Israel, God called his people to be a holy nation, a people set apart.  God called this priestly nation to obey the law so they would witness healthy relationships of love and reverence for God, and love and respect for their neighbors.  Israel’s God-give task was to witness healthy, loving, holy relationships for the whole world to see.  But instead of witnessing love for their neighbors, they began separating themselves from their neighbors, because they were afraid if they came into contact with anyone the least bit unclean, maybe that person’s spiritual impurity might get inside of them.  And if that happened, they wouldn’t have that good feeling of being virtuous.  
But the problem is being virtuous is not an end in itself.  That’s taking your eye off the ball.  If you really want that good, good feeling, you’ve got to keep your eye on your heart, because that’s what Christianity is really about—giving our hearts to Jesus.  And so, this morning I ask you:  Does your good feeling come from pride in your virtues, or from loving, caring, and forgiving relationships?
In her short-story Revelation, Flannery O’Connor introduces us to Mrs. Turpin, a white middleclass woman living in the Deep South during the mid 20th century.  According to Mrs. Turpin, everyone has their place in the structure of society, and of course her own is in the upper echelon.  From her high middleclass position, she often looks down, a bit contemptuously, at all the poor common folk beneath her.

The story takes place in a doctor’s office.  While her husband sees the doctor, Mrs. Turpin sits in the waiting room.  With her thoughts and a few snide comments, she sizes up everyone else in the room, finding them all inadequate.  But with her best effort at mercy, she acknowledges their lot in life is no fault of their own.  They can’t help the ignorance into which they were born.  And in this thought she finds great comfort in her own place in life.

“If it’s one thing I am,” Mrs. Turpin said with feeling, “it’s grateful.  When I think who all I could have been besides myself and what all I got, a little of everything and good disposition besides, I just feel like shouting, ‘Thank you Jesus for making everything the way it is!’  It could have been different.”

In response to her little soliloquy, a young college girl throws a book at Mrs. Turpin and shouts, “Go back to _________ where you came from, you old wart hog.”  (I’ll let you fill in the blank.)  The girl is quickly restrained, and all the ‘common’ folk in the waiting room came to the aid of Mrs. Turpin.

But as she goes home that day, Mrs. Turpin can’t stop thinking about the words of the young girl, and for a brief moment she examines the structure of reality she has built.  She thinks about the way she treats the men who work on her farm and all the people she judges inferior.  But this only lasts for a moment.  She quickly reminds herself that that young girl was a “lunatic.”  But even though Mrs. Turpin “comes to her senses,” the young girl’s words continue to haunt her.  And standing by the pigpen of her farm, she receives a vision.  Listen to the closing words of Flannery O’Connor’s Revelation.
“A visionary light settled in her eyes…Upon it a vast horde of souls were rumbling toward heaven.  There were whole companies of white trash, clean for the first time, and bands of black(s) in white robes, and battalions of freaks and lunatics shouting and clapping and leaping like frogs.  And bringing up the end of the procession was a tribe of people whom she recognized at once as those who, like herself and Claud, had always had a little of everything and the God-given wit to use it right.  She leaned forward to observe them closer.  They were marching behind the others with great dignity, accountable as they had always been for good order and common sense and respectable behavior.  They alone were on key.  Yet she could see by their shocked and altered faces that even their virtues were being burned away.”
Let us pray:

O Lord, help us always to remember, that it is not our virtues that make us acceptable in your sight, for we are only saved by the righteousness of Christ.  And so, we pray that you would make us truly Holy, as your son was holy.  As Jesus loved and cared for the outcasts, may we love and care for those the world deems untouchable.  Help us O Lord, to keep our eye on the ball.  Amen.

David A. Cagle
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