22nd Sunday Ordinary time
Deuteronomy 4: 1-2, 6-8

James 1: 17-18, 21-22, 27

Mark 7: 1-8, 14-16, 21-23


At first glance, the readings for this Sunday seem to be about laws - specifically, God’s law.


In the reading from Deuteronomy, Moses reminds the people that in order for them to get into the Promised Land, the land which had been held for their possession, they must keep the commands of God.  And not only are they to keep those laws, they may not change a single part of any law.  Not one single part.  There are not to be any additions, or any subtractions to them.  By keeping God’s laws perfectly, the people of other nations will see how wise and how intelligent God’s holy people are.


In the letter of James, we are reminded to be doers of the word, not just people who hear the word, then go off and do whatever we please. Unlike the letters of Paul written to a specific church answering a specific question or problem, this letter is not written to a particular community.  It was written for “the church,” any church from apostolic times to any church today. James tells us to welcome the word that has been planted within us. Later in the same letter, he cautions Christians that we cannot see a brother or sister in need and say to them goodbye and good luck, be warm and well fed, but don’t do anything to make it happen, we are not acting like a true Christian.  

So, here we are, twenty-two Sundays in Ordinary time, living our ordinary lives, on an ordinary Sunday at the end of August. For people who take summer vacations, this is the last hurrah before the new academic year begins.  We are in those last days of summer before we officially celebrate its end at Labor Day.


We have Moses and James telling us to observe the law and keep the commandments.  The psalm response today gives us a more detailed plan of action if we are to live lives that are holy and pleasing to God.  First of all, we are told to walk blamelessly and to do justice.  We are to think the truth in our hearts and slander not with our tongue.  All very ordinary, very human things.  What does this mean in our ordinary, everyday living?  Thinking the truth in our hearts isn’t always so easy.  It seems much easier to think mean thoughts, to judge someone else’s actions or motives, especially if we are the one who is on the receiving end of someone else’s thoughtlessness or unkindness.


And how about slander on our tongue?  A juicy tidbit about someone we carelessly pass along to a friend?  What about an unkind judgment about another?  Certainly a habit that may not so easily be broken.


The psalmist continues by asking, “Who is the one who harms not another nor takes up a reproach against a neighbor.  You know who those neighbors are: the people who don’t take their turn in traffic, or who wait until the last second to pull in front of you when they have been warned for ½ a mile that the lane is going to end, they need to merge.  How about the prominent person who has a political or religious philosophy that differs from ours?  Can we allow them to be different without judging them? Finally, how about a person who takes advantage of others in every way? Ordinary time, ordinary lives, twenty-two Sundays of ordinary time.


Finally we take a look at what Mark tells us in the Gospel.  Jesus and his disciples are having an ordinary meal.  It’s not a feast day or holiday, just an ordinary meal or snack of some kind. The Pharisees and scribes, whose practice of keeping the law is a very important part of their lives, observe Jesus and his friends eating with unclean hands.  This doesn’t seem like the admonition a parent might give a child, “go wash your hands before dinner.” No.  This is a full blown ritual washing which was part of the Law of Moses.  It has to do with ritual purity.  Jesus turns that law sideways.  He speaks to the Pharisees harshly.  By keeping the purity law in such a superficial way, worried about dirt of the outside of the dish or hands is hardly the problem.  Jesus reminds them and us that what is on the outside of us cannot defile us.  It is instead what comes from inside that we must be careful about: the thoughts from our hearts, our actions toward others.  These are the things that come from with us. Jesus tells everyone that the purity laws of Moses are not longer enough.  Jesus tells us I give you a new command.  Love one another.  Love God first and best, Love each other as much as you love yourself.

That is what we are expected to do, that is what we must do every day, in our ordinary lives, in ordinary time.
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