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Proper 17 – Preacher in Training: Rob Kinsey     Sept 2, 2012 

 

 

 In the Name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

 In today’s reading from Deuteronomy  we hear the words of Moses as he spoke to the 

Hebrew people preparing to enter the Promised Land,‘…give heed to the statutes and ordinances 

I am teaching you to observe so that you may live to enter and occupy the land that the Lord your 

God is giving you…’ This was admonishment to the early Jews about ordering their lives, in a 

way which honored God. But there were a lot of rules to follow and a lot of laws to keep; just 

read through Deuteronomy and Leviticus! 

 

  Recently, I read in the Economist magazine that America is surpassed in numbers of 

baptized Catholics by only Mexico, Brazil, and the Philippines. One-third, about 100 million 

Americans, have been baptized, with about 750 thousand claiming to be Catholic. 

 

 Now add in all of the other denominations; Presbyterians, Methodists, Baptists, and of 

course the one true - I mean - the Episcopal Church, and you are looking at – slow growth aside - 

some pretty impressive numbers. 

 

Churches are known for their rules and ordinances! But is it any surprise? With that 

number of people and the amount of money flowing you just know there are all sorts of rules. 

The Catholic Church in America has an estimated annual budget of $170 Billion dollars and 

about 1 million paid employees. Even the Episcopal Church has one of the largest, if not the 

largest, General Conventions in the country. 

 

 For comparison, General Electric, maker of radios, cat-scan machines and all sorts of 

high tech electronics for the aerospace industry has an annual budget of about $150 billion. Wal-

Mart, the largest retailer on the planet, has about 1 million employees.  

 

 The fact of the matter is that big organizations – churches or businesses or governments – 

generally have lots of rules and ordinances, because the relationships in the organization are 

complex. The Hebrew people didn’t start out with lots of laws, but as they grew as a nation, so 

did the rules overseeing their relationships with God and each other. And that’s where the 

problem can arise. The rules become more important than why we are keeping them. The rules 

become more important than God. 

 

 In today’s Gospel reading, Jesus talks about rules and ordinances and our right 

relationship to God. In fact, he is challenged by the Pharisees for not keeping the rules and laws. 

He is accused of not being a good Jew. Of not being a good religious person. 

 

But Mark tells us how Jesus points out to the Pharisees the error of their ways. The 

legalistic rules and rituals of hand washing, pot and pan washing and taking proper care of the 

cups and kettles distracts from the importance of the ritual, of the meal itself. “These people 

honor me with their lips but their hearts are far from me...they teach human precepts as doctrine” 

- which I am sure is the source of the modern day phrasing of ‘paying lip-service’ – and that, as 

we all know, is not paying any attention to what is important, but oftentimes merely following 

the rules. 

 



2 

 

 It’s people who write the rules we try to abide by, but it gets hard to keep everything in 

line. 

 

 Yet Jesus came along and simplified things. And that is the Good News - the Gospel. He 

gave us two basic rules to base everything on: Love God and Love your neighbor. Love is an 

action word here. 

  

 James reminds us of this by saying: “Be doers of the Word and not merely hearers who 

deceive themselves.” Religion that is pure before God the Father is this: to care for the orphans 

in their distress and to keep oneself unstained by the world. The widows and orphans do OK - at 

times - but the unstained part seems to be a bit harder, and maybe that’s where all the rules come 

in. 

 

Today’s Collect says to “… nourish us with all goodness and bring forth the fruits of 

goodness”:  Like the fruit of feeding widows and orphans, or of getting them clothing and 

shelter. This action can be seen in the feeding of widow and orphans in our own backyards, or 

should I say our own front yard, as well as the building of churches and schools in Santo 

Domingo. 

 

The Rev. Jack Sheffield said in an issue of Sharing Magazine “Jesus said ‘I am the Way’, 

not one of the many ways, but ‘I am the Way’. 

 

 In other words: not ‘A Way’ but rather ‘The Way’. Pretty simple and straight forward. 

Not complex and legalistic. Not convoluted and difficult for anybody to understand. Anyone can 

follow Jesus. Anyone can love God by loving their neighbor, and Jesus will show us the way to 

do this and give us the food to nourish us. 

 

 For several weeks now we’ve heard a straightforward message. For the apostles and 

disciples of the day, it was pretty radical stuff. It wasn’t page after page of rules but rather, again, 

only a couple of things. “This is my body. This is my blood. Do this in remembrance of me.” It 

was fairly simple in the doing part, but not so much so in the understanding of its importance. 

 

“Do this in remembrance of me”: not do this to make you feel good and look good. Not 

do this to set yourself up for a Merry Christmas and a prosperous New Year. But simply: do this 

in remembrance of Jesus. If I can just keep it simple and forget about all the rules, it helps to set 

me in the right direction. 

 

Now I enjoy a good meal. Many would say it shows, and they would be right. Our family 

generally eats evening meals together. Some slouch, some slurp, some complain about the menu, 

and sometimes everyone enjoys the food and conversation. It’s a time of togetherness, talk, 

planning, learning, and yes sometimes gawking at a TV show. 

 

Jesus said “Do this in remembrance of me.” It’s not the pots and pans or even the food 

we eat that is the problem. It isn’t the things going in that are the problem. It’s what comes out of 

our hearts that create the problem issues: the evil intentions. The folly, envy, theft, murder, pride, 

avarice (which, it turns out, is greed) and licentiousness, which is synonymous with lust.  

 

And yes, I had to look those last two up. And yes, they apply to me as well as the next 

guy. I’d like to take pride in the fact I have not committed murder, but pride is on the list too. 
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I like the Eucharist. It’s a family meal. We have the discussion first then the meal. Simply 

bread and wine, and remembrance. It’s the various churches’ rules that can create problems. Do 

we line up and take it standing or do we kneel at a rail? Do we do it once a week or twice a 

month?  Do we pass the bread and chalice from one to another, or only receive from the 

ordained? Do we use wine or grape juice? 

 

I have experienced all of these variations in my life. It’s not what Jesus said that gets in 

the way. It’s our man-made - General Electric – business, church or government oversight - one 

million employees - mentality. It’s the rules that the Pharisees wanted Jesus to keep, which we 

still have today, that can create divisions and threaten our unity and our purpose. 

 

So maybe, just today, let’s simplify the Gospel and simply remember that this is the time 

to eat, drink, and remember Him, Jesus, who is the Way. 

 

 In the Name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

 

Rob Kinsey 

Preacher in Training 

 


