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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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It reminds me of the story that probably did get Jesus killed;
the story of Jesus cleansing the temple

and driving away the money changers.

Don’t mess with the institutions.
Don’t mess with the money.

That’ll get you in trouble every time!

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 our way of life.
Nor does he even point to traditional religion

as the thing that might save their national 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
giving something precious,
to be in relationship with the Living God.

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

to be pure enough for God.”
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.

 Ard, Roger.  Lent3B091
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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,
visiting with prisoners locked in detention,
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.
Conversations over breakfast in the parish hall,
Wednesday night communion, with 10 or 20 people,
Tears shared in my office,

mourning the loss of something that had once seemed so sure,
Beautiful worship in this sacred space,

covered in the prayers of years gone by
and people we miss.
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God can be found in lovely churches,
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.

A wild God,
whom Jesus is always inviting us to meet.

“You abandon the commandment of God and hold to human tradition.”
Hear that as an invitation:

“Abandon your human traditions and hold to the commandment of God.”

That is an invitation to be in relationship with a wild God.
A God who loves us, but is not us.

A friend of mine shared a story with me, about a conversation in his family.
Someone, to prove their point, said,

“You know the Bible says,
God helps those who help themselves.”

And my friend said,
“No, that was Benjamin Franklin in Poor Richard’s Almanac.”

And this poor soul got up from the dinner table,
and for the next hour tried to find it in his Bible.

It’s not there.  It will never be there.

But we try to put all kinds of stuff in there.
All kinds of things that humans like
All kinds of things to make God more comfortable,

to make God a bit less wild.
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I read an article the other day about the “Idiot Forgiveness of God.”2

Provocative title, no doubt.

But doesn’t forgiveness always seem a little idiotic,
or at least naive?

I mean, who gets forgiven?
Who deserves it?

Well, we get forgiven if we say our prayers and ask for it…right?
That’s the human way to think about it - 

I do wrong
I repent
You forgive

Here’s the idiot part,
the wild part,
the part that makes us want to crucify Jesus

I do wrong
God forgives
I repent

The article went on to say,
“…this is precisely

where Christianity has such a beautiful contribution to make. 
The notion that forgiveness can precede repentance
- that “sorry” can be a response to

rather than a pre-condition for love or absolution
- is not just foreign to the world,
it’s often foreign to a bunch of church goers like us.

 http://www.mbird.com/2011/11/robert-downey-jr-mel-gibson-and-the-idiot-forgiveness-of-god/2

http://www.mbird.com/2011/11/robert-downey-jr-mel-gibson-and-the-idiot-forgiveness-of-god/
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Especially when it comes to those who’ve done us wrong,
or offended us personally.

Some might even say we hate it,
that we go so far as to crucify (a thing like that).”

Robert Capon says it this way,
“He forgave you before you repented.

That’s crucial.
See, that is why it is so outrageous.

The gospel is really vulgar,
crass,
and immoral

because it says God forgives the world before it repents.

In the gospel,
repent is always “repent and believe.”

It means turn yourself around
from not trusting the forgiveness
and trust it.

That’s it.
It doesn’t mean that you earn it by repenting.

You had it before.

If you do something to me
and you are wrong
and I am right,

you can repent all you want,
but until I forgive you,

it’s not going to do you a bit of good.

It only helps when I have already forgiven you
and you can enter into a restored relationship

and turn again to me.
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Only I can decide to forgive you
and God for His own idiot reasons

decided to absolve the world.

He really did.
It’s outrageous.
It’s immoral.
It’s tough.”

Cling to God,
not to human precepts.

Cling to the wildness of God,
abandon the comfort and the safety

that we build between ourselves and God.
 

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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Our story seems to find Jesus confronting the religious elites,
again and again.

Today, when it comes to washing hands.
In the temple, when Jesus is turning over tables

One of the things that Jesus says in the story,
over and over again:

“Stop protecting God
Stop protecting yourselves from God.”
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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.”


