On the Road with Jesus:  Don’t Touch the Dinosaur Bones

Mark 7:1-8


One time when a family was on vacation, they stopped and visited a big city museum.  The parents thought that it would be good entertainment for their son.  But the young boy was bored as they went from display to display, and he did nothing but sigh and complain.  Finally in desperation, he said to his father, “Dad, let’s go someplace where things are real!”    (parables, etc. 24.3.1) 


As we are on the road with Jesus, one of the dangers along the way is that we will allow our faith to deteriorate into a museum full of spiritual artifacts instead of a real living faith.


That’s precisely what happened to some familiar Bible characters.  Listen to this encounter between Jesus and the Pharisees and scribes.  

(Read the passage)  


I’ve noticed that everywhere you go, there are rules.  Even on vacation.  If you go to an art gallery, you have to stay behind those fat burgundy velvet ropes, and don’t take pictures.  If you go to one of the national parks, you will find speed limits and specific instructions about how to interact with the wildlife.  I remember a number of years ago taking a bus tour in Denali National Park, otherwise known as Mt. McKinley in Alaska.  The driver was very specific about where we could walk (and not) because of the danger to the fragile tundra.  Smokers were told in no uncertain terms where and when they could light up.  


Rules are important.  They help to establish boundaries and they create order.  They are often necessary to protect us and our kids and the environment.   When you visit a dinosaur exhibit, they will tell you, “Don’t touch the dinosaur bones.”  And there’s good reason for that.  You could destroy something unique and ancient.  And then other people wouldn’t be able to see it.  Rules are good. They help us organize life a little better.   Make life safer. 

But when rules become the main thing, then we have a problem.  Because rules are not what life is made of.  


You may remember, those of you who are no longer in school, what often happened the first week back in school.  There was the inevitable essay:  How I spent my summer vacation.  What did you write about?  Was it like this:  “How I spent my summer vacation.  I obeyed all the traffic laws, I slowed down for speedbumps, I didn’t take a flash picture of the Mona Lisa, I didn’t touch the dinosaur bones.”  That’s not what you wrote, is it?  You said:  “My family visited Gettysburg, and the Grand Canyon.  We climbed Mt. Everest, and we went to Six Flags seventeen times.  We had fifteen flat tires and ran out of gas twice.”  That’s what you wrote!  You focused not on the rules, but on the destination.  Where you went, and what you did.  What got in the way or made the trip interesting.  And that’s as it should be in life as well as on vacation.  Focus on the destination, not the rules. 


That’s where the Pharisees and the scribes went off track, of course.  You knew that before I said it.  They are notoriously anal-retentive about the set of rules called the “traditions of the elders.”   The problem with talking about the Pharisees and the scribes is that we instantly assume that we are not like them.  And thank God for that!  But there may be some similarities, and they will become clear when we talk about why they thought the rules were so important.  


Our story talks about one of those rules.  The rule about washing.  Washing hands before eating and washing food before eating.  Washing pots and pans.  Now, for us washing has a practical motivation.  We wash things to get rid of germs.  But that’s not the point here.  It’s not about cleanliness; it’s about godliness.  The Pharisees believed that if they did these ritual washings, God would be pleased.  They would be right before God.  


Here’s where this idea came from.  In Exodus 30, there is a law that Moses handed down that required the priests in the tabernacle to wash their hands in a special way as a ritual.  When they were finished with their duties in the tabernacle, the priests were allowed to take some of the leftover sacrificed meat home with them as a meal for their families, but the family could only share in this meal if they too were ritually clean (Numbers 18).  So, they needed to wash their hands too.  Notice that this requirement of washing only extended to the priests and their families, and it had to do with the idea that they were set apart to do God’s work, and the food that they were eating was a holy sacrifice.  In other words, the whole thing had to do with the holy act of sacrificing; and it was a visual reminder of who they were as representatives of the people of God.  


Some years later, along came the Pharisees.  The Pharisees, more than anything, wanted to be holy.  To be set apart as people whom God loved and who served God with their whole lives.  So they took this hand-washing law home with them.  They made the law of the priests a law for everybody.  In essence, what they were saying was that it’s not just the priests who can be holy and pure in God’s sight.  We all can.  We can all show that we are faithful servants of God by doing this same ritual that the priests do.  Every meal can become a sacrifice to God.  


That puts it in a little different light, doesn’t it?  And maybe brings it just a little closer to home for us.  Because we too want to be faithful, to be righteous and holy before God in our daily life.  


Another goal that the Pharisees had, though they might not have put it quite so bluntly, was something we call control.   One of the difficulties that you get into in dealing with the God of the universe is, How in the world do you relate to someone who is so big and so powerful?  And so uncontrollable?  The God of the flood and the Ark,  the God of the burning bush, the divided Red Sea, and the plagues of Egypt?  It’s a tough assignment to grab hold of a God who is so alive and creative and unpredictable.  Human beings tend to feel a lot more comfortable with routine, predictability and safety.  A set of standardized rituals and rules makes faith more manageable.  You don’t have to wonder whether you have done what’s right.  Just look at the list and check it off.  Then, you’re done.  


So the goal of the handwashing and all the other rules was to bring holiness home.  Make God’s laws applicable and attainable.  So that every person could become a faithful follower of God.  It was a good goal, wasn’t it?  But there was a major flaw in their design.  You can’t manage God.  And faith cannot be condensed into a set of rules.  


Yet, that’s what the Pharisees did.  As a result, their faith became a museum for spiritual artifacts.  A collection of pottery shards and dinosaur bones.  Not a living faith. 


And that’s why this rag-tag bunch of renegade disciples and their teacher Jesus were so startling to the Pharisees.  They disrupted the Pharisees’ predictable routine.  Handwashing doesn’t matter to these people.  Something else matters more.


It was kind of like what happened to a taxi driver one day.   His passenger tapped him on the shoulder to ask him a question.  The driver screamed, lost control of the cab, nearly hit a bus, drove up over the curb, and stopped just inches from a large plate glass window.  For a few moments neither man spoke.  Then the driver said, “Please, don’t ever do that again.  You scared the daylights out of me.”  The passenger, who was also obviously frightened, apologized and said that he didn’t realize that a tap on the shoulder would frighten a cabbie so much.  


The driver explained, “I’m very sorry, it’s really not your fault at all.  It’s just that today is my first day driving a cab.  For the past 20 years I’ve been driving a hearse.”  (parables, etc. 24.1.2)  


Well, life is kind of scary sometimes, isn’t it?  Especially when it sneaks up on you like that.    


The Pharisees wanted to be right with God.  But they created an illusion of faithfulness instead of being faithful.  Their do-it-yourself model created spiritual artifacts for people to admire, but these rituals were dead as a doornail and did them absolutely no good.  In fact, they missed the forest for the trees.  While they concentrated on their little picayunish rituals, they missed out on God’s big commands:  to love one another, to show mercy and justice, to care for the orphan and the widow, to walk with God.  


Their faithfulness was an illusion.  It was manageable but it was not real.  And that’s why Jesus, who was the real thing, scared them silly.  


Has that happened to you?  Has Jesus challenged some of the illusions and facades that you have built?    


I am one who grew up with the idea that being a Christian was mostly about keeping rules.  Don’t drink, don’t smoke, don’t dance, don’t lie, don’t cheat.  I had my perfect attendance pin from Sunday School that had five or six year bars hanging down from it.  And like the Pharisees, I had the illusion of righteousness, and I and my religious friends could look down our noses at people who did the don’ts and therefore were on the outs with God.  


When I became a Presbyterian, I found out that that had a lot to do with rule-keeping as well.  And going to meetings.  In many churches that I served, people thought that serving God was about going to meetings.  If you went to a meeting, you had done God’s work.  Whether anything was accomplished or not.  

Not everybody these days is hung up on rules or meetings.  And thank God for that.  But what I’ve noticed is that a lot of people still create an illusion instead of living a real life of faith.  How many people spend thousands of dollars on gifts and wrapping, and put gifts under a tree toward the end of December, have endless parties, and then they think they have celebrated Christmas?  That’s an illusion. 

 How many people claim that they have been “born again”?  They have said the right prayer to become a Christian, they have decorated their homes with Christian knick-knacks and trinkets, they play Christian CDs and go to Christian concerts.  They are in the front row in church every Sunday.  Yet their relationships are laced with animosity and even violence.  They spend all their money on themselves and give God a pittance.  The point is that their Christianity is just painted on the outside.  It’s all fluff.  It hasn’t touched the heart.  It hasn’t adjusted the person’s character or the direction of his or her life.  


Jesus, quoting Isaiah, said, “‘this people honors me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me; in vain do they worship me, teaching human precepts as doctrine.’ You abandon the commandment of God and hold to human tradition.”


What it boils down to for us, as usual, is a choice.  You can live your spiritual life in a museum if you want to.  You can keep dusting off the artifacts and  put up ropes to keep people from breaking anything.  Or you can go on the road with Jesus, where none of the old rules apply and where life abounds.    
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