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Allen Pruitt

Washing your hands doesn’t seem like such a bad thing.
I wash my hands pretty often;
I wash my fruit when I buy it from the store;
I even splash a little water on my hands

before saying prayers
over the bread and wine we share every Sunday.

But the Pharisees aren’t asking Jesus to wash away the germs;
they are demanding that he and his disciples

wash the right way,
before they can be acceptable.

The Pharisees are saying
that only the ritual can cleanse Jesus and his disciples;

when Jesus knows
that only God can make things clean.

We are hearing a version of the argument that played out again and again
in the three years of Jesus’ ministry.

We are hearing a version of the argument
that got Jesus killed.

“If you follow the rules,
you can get to God.”

And Jesus shouts back,
“your rules are killing people
and breaking God’s heart.”
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I have mentioned it several times in the past few weeks,
the story of Jesus cleansing the temple

and driving away the money changers.

We tend to focus on the death and resurrection of Jesus,
the part that helps us cope with our own demise,
the hope that we won’t just be laid down in the ground,

but will rise in glory.

But before any of that,
Jesus was out on a mission,

a mission from God.

And that’s what got him killed:
telling everyone who would listen

that they needed to clean out the temple,
the one in Jerusalem,
and the temple in their own hearts.

Jesus doesn’t attack secular culture,
or blame foreigners

for ruining their way of life.

Jesus attacks the religious elite;
he attacks the organized religion,

religion organized
to make God safe and palatable,
to provide clear answers

and hide complicated truths.
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When Jesus turned over the tables
he was rejecting everything

about a religion that turns sacrifice
into a simple transaction,

instead of reminding us
that sacrifice

means giving of oneself
to be in relationship with the Living God.

“You have heard it said
that you must wash your hands in the right way.”

But I say unto you,
wash when you’re dirty,

and don’t pretend that it brings you any closer to God.”

You have heard it said
that you must not do anything on the sabbath,

but I say unto you
that if your brother is hungry,

feed him
even on the Sabbath Day,

and God will declare a sabbath in your heart.

You have heard it said
that we must protect God

and our church
and all things holy,

protect them from being profaned.
But I say unto you,

let the holy be loosed on the profane,
and you will see what might become holy.
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My friend Roger once preached,
“Jesus called the temple a den of thieves,

not because the commerce was crooked.

Thieves do not do business in their den.
Their den is their hideout,
the place they go

after they have done their dirty work,
where they can hide

and feel secure and protected
from being discovered for what they are.

Jesus came to open up the hideouts.
He came to tear down the wall

between the sacred and the secular,
between religion and life,
between the people and the priest.”1

And that is why they killed him.

Because what was common
he named holy,

because he reminded them again and again
that the religion they called holy,

was always in danger of being made common
by their rules,
by the ways in which they bound and gagged

the grace of God.
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We are always in danger
of putting God into a box,
of putting grace and mercy and peace

away for safe keeping.

But God will not be kept in boxes.
God will not neatly fit into categories

of holiness and righteousness.

Because wherever God finds God’s self,
there you will find

holiness and righteousness.

At the table with sinners,
in the streets with beggars,
hanging from the cross

with the prophet who followed God
but did not follow all the rules.

God can also be found in lovely churches,
of that I have no doubt.

I have met God in this lovely place.

But the God we worship
is not a lovely God.

We worship a wild God,
a God who meets us

in our wildest
and most desperate moments.
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No matter how much we try to protect God
by dictating what can and cannot be blessed,
by restricting who does and does not belong,

no matter what,
our story of God,

the one about a cross and a tomb,
about a wild God

making life out of every death,

our story reminds us
that God will not be protected,
that God needs no protection,
that God will come and find us,

no matter the cost.
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There was one room,
way back in the temple,
at the heart of everything.

One room
where the high priest made the sacrifices.

He only did it once a year.
Once a year,
one man,
said one time,
the name of God.

Because it was the name of God,
because it needed to be protected.

“Thou shalt not use the name of the Lord your God in vain.”

And so once a year,
one man, said the name

one time.

And Jesus,
when his disciples asked him how they should pray,

Jesus said,
this is how you should start.

“Abba.
Our Father.
Daddy.”


