
Sunday 29 August 2021 (Joy Middleton) 
  

May the words that I speak and the thoughts of all our hearts be acceptable in 
your sight Father, son and Holy spirit 

Over the past few weeks we have been considering chap 6 of the 4th gospel, 
with Jesus feeding the 5,000 and then using that sign to explain to everyone that 
his teaching and example is our spiritual food. But what of course his audience 
had remembered was that they had got a free meal. 

Our grandson has just started at a new primary school and what seems to have 
impressed him more than any thing was that he was offered a slice of toast on 
his arrival , and had a biscuit at morning beak. None of which he paid for. Food 
of course is essential to our existence, but there is more to life than just eating. 

In our reading from Mark’s gospel this morning, we find Jesus being confronted 
by the religious leaders of his day. They have spotted that the disciples are not 
following one of the 613 Pharasic Laws which concerned ritual handwashing 
before eating. These extra laws were not put in place with the intention of 
making things difficult for the Jews, but to help them know how to practise their 
faith in their everyday lives. However, over time they had been added to and 
more strictly enforced and the original concept lost. The majority of these rules 
were to do with food and food preparation. Instruction on hand washing is 
something we have become very familiar with over the past months, for it does 
protect us from the spread of germ and viruses. So we might agree with what 
the Pharisees said. 

However, the laws that the Pharisees had invented had made ordinary people’s 
life almost impossible. In fact, these laws, which governed the people’s lives at 
the time of Jesus, still govern Orthodox Jews today and keep them very much in 
their own little bubble and apart from the society in which they live. 

The major Law which God himself revealed to them via Moses was to love GOD 
with all their hearts and minds and their neighbour as themselves – the Golden 
Rule. This had become negated by the petty rules they had made up for 
themselves. For example, they could not eat with anyone who was not a Jew, or 
help them in any way, because, by so doing, they ritually contaminated 
themselves. 

And there may be a message here for us: not to separate our selves into groups 
and put our own boundaries around our fellowship with others. We may not 
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always agree with others, for example, about the way we interpret theBible, but 
we do all share a faith in the one God and Jesus as the means of our salvation. 

Let’s go back in time to our reading from the book of Deuteronomy. The Hebrew 
slaves have arrived on the borders of the Promised Land where they hope to 
settle. It has taken over 40 years to get there; some have died en route and 
babies have been born. They have travelled slowly only as far as the sick and 
elderly could manage in a day and experienced many difficulties. Also, without 
maps or a Sat Nav, they probably did not take the most direct route. What kept 
them together on this long and arduous journey ? It was their FAITH and TRUST 
that God was with them and their acceptance that to function as a group they 
would have to accept common standards, ie the 10 commandments, the first 4 
of which were about their relationship with God. 

We are also on our journey through life and along the way our faith is often put 
to the test. Do we have the same trust that the Hebrews had that God is close to 
us at all times however insuperable the difficulties might seem to be? For the 
slaves, freedom and the promised land is in sight, but it is already occupied and 
the inhabitants will not welcome such a large invasion of foreigners. What 
springs to mind ? Are we ready to welcome foreigners into our Land? What 
about the people from Afganistan fleeing in fear from the Taliban. Are we ready 
to be hospitable to them and other refugees, live next door to them, invite them 
into our homes. It’s not quite so obvious here as where I lived in London. We 
were surrounded by people from all over the Globe, some of whom were part of 
our congregation, and one woman who had to live under an assumed name for 
fear of being abducted by the people who trafficked her. 

In this morning’s reading, God affirms that they have arrived in the land he 
wants them to occupy and they will be safe and prosper IF they obey the Laws 
he has given them; the 10 commandments and THE GOLDEN RULE I quoted 
earlier. THE SHEMA. If the Hebrews truly lived by the 10 commandments, they 
act as an example to those around them and that will mean the people of other 
nations and traditions will also be drawn to worship God. By living out their faith 
day by day and not shunning their new neighbours, God’s Kingdom on earth 
could grow and multiply. 

Actions speak louder than words, and to return briefly to John’s gospel, Jesus 
says By this shall all men know that you are my disciples if you have love one 
for another. Unfortunately, as we know, not only did the Jews reject these 
instructions, and were still doing so, they did not share their faith with those 
around them, but kept it very much to themselves, as illustrated by the story of 
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Jonah and the whale. Jonah represents the whole of the Jewish nation who 
would do anything rather than share their faith with other nations. 

Let’s look again at Jesus meeting his adversaries, where they are criticising his 
followers for not obeying petty rituals associated with food customs. Jesus tries 
to show them there is a much bigger picture for everyone to address in their 
relationship with God. In verse 15, he says try to understand, it is not what goes 
into your body that defiles you; you are defiled by what comes from your heart. 
In other words, it is what we say and the way we choose to live our lives that 
makes us part of Gods family. And the things that separate us from God are also 
dealt with by James in his letter to members of the early church which we heard 
earlier. The book of James has some lovely illustrations to help us make sense 
of Jesus’s teaching. He reminds us that above all we worship a good and just 
God. God created all that is good, he is the light that shines into our lives. His 
light never falters or goes out like our lights might give up if we have a power cut 
at night. It never changes or casts a shadow. All generous acts are inspired by 
God and we are the first fruits of his planting. 

This year, for the first time, I have tried to grow a few vegetables in a veg trug. At 
the moment they are all flourishing but it is rather like a mini jungle. That is 
because for ages nothing would germinate so I just planted more seeds. My 
faith was very weak as I thought nothing was going to happen and then when 
things did begin to grow I didn’t have the heart to thin anything out. And I 
discovered because of the lovely summer we have been having that I had to 
water them every day and now I have even added some extra fertilizer. 

On a very simple level, this is how God is with us if we will trust him, He will 
continue to care and feed us. God is not responsible for bad things that comes 
from within us nor does he tempt us to do wrong, we are responsible for all of 
our actions and inaction. My plants would not have grown without some effort on 
my part and in the same way we need to feed our spiritual lives. And as we are 
fed we need to share this with others in what we say and do. Our faith has to be 
an active faith. We have to continually look into the perfect law, that is the 
example Christ gave us in his own life, and the teaching he left us.  

I want to leave you with the words of James from our reading this morning: Let 
your faith be an active faith and BE DOERS OF THE WORD, NOT JUST 
HEARERS ONLY. 
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