
Proper 17 B 2015 
 
Song of Solomon 2:8-13 
Psalm 45:1-2, 7-10 
James 1:17-27 
Mark 7:1-8, 14-15, 21-23 
 
If you ever went to school 
Then this time of year 
Almost certainly brings with it 
A host of memories and feelings. 
 
Back to school. 
The smell of new pencils and new crayons. 
The crack of the spine of new textbooks. 
And, I think for all of us, 
Some kind of social anxiety. 
 
Who’s in, and who’s out? 
Who gets to say whose life matters? 
Who belongs? 
 
If you are in, if you belong, 
You have to focus on staying in. 
If you’re out, 
You either care or pretend you don’t; 
You either try too hard to fit in 
Or work too hard to show belonging is no concern of yours.  
 
We are social beings, 
And so we form groups. 
That’s good. 
They support us, 
Give us identity and purpose, 
Shape and inspire us. 
At their best. 
 
The question is, 
Are they closed and confining, 
Or open and welcoming? 
Do the group rules, 
Spoken or unspoken, 
Promote fullness of life, 
Offer comfort and strength?   
Or do they enhance life for those who are in, 
And squelch those who are out? 
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Group life has been with us through the ages. 
 
Group life is part of the foundation of our faith, 
The goodly heritage of Israel, 
from which we sprang, 
the faith of Israel which continues the journey with us 
as we all walk towards the living God. 
 
Groups and rules  
Are part of our heritage. 
 
The children of Israel, 
Faced with catastrophe  
And threatened with annihilation, 
Built a group identity and a group life 
That was so powerful 
That its laws and customs persisted 
Not only into the time of Jesus 
But right down to the present day. 
 
Centuries before Jesus was born, 
The holy city Jerusalem was besieged and overthrown, 
The temple torn down, 
And many of the people taken captive, 
Marched away 
To weep beside the waters of Babylon. 
 
They could have collapsed under the weight of grief and defeat. 
Instead,  
They created a new identity and purpose. 
They made themselves a group 
That was unique and recognizable 
Because of its laws and customs, 
Its stories and songs.  
 
They told the story of creation 
And hallowed the Sabbath day. 
They told the story of the exodus  
And the giving of the law. 
And then they kept the law, 
And so preserved themselves, 
Against all odds. 
 
Right down to the time of Jesus, 
From generation to generation, 
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For more than five hundred years. 
 
Who’s in,  
And who’s out? 
Who belongs? 
The Pharisees and scribes 
Were the keepers not just of the law, 
But of the identity and life of their people. 
The way they did things was of ultimate concern. 
 
They washed their hands. 
They washed food from the market. 
They washed the vessels with which they cooked 
And from which they ate.  
 
They maintained their group life 
Through keeping the law. 
The law – the gracious gift of God. 
 
The wandering teacher and healer 
Who came from Nazareth, 
Was a threat to this group identity and life. 
 
Jesus walked freely among all people; 
He had no concern for obeying the norms of in groups, 
And every concern for those who were left out. 
 
He threw the doors wide open 
And knocked at all the windows. 
 
The scribes and the Pharisees  
Saw the foundations of their world 
Shaken and swaying. 
The temple had fallen once, 
And only law and custom 
Had kept the people in touch 
With the living God. 
 
Now the pillars were shaking again, 
As the wandering teacher and healer 
Pushed against the boundaries.  
 
Who’s in, 
And who’s out? 
 
How do we fit into this story? 
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Do we feel threatened? 
What boundaries are we keeping? 
Who’s knocking at the door? 
 
Like the children of Israel, 
We live in a turbulent time. 
In the face of threats of every kind, 
Challenges familiar and unexpected, 
There is nowhere left to hide. 
 
How do we respond? 
 
How do we respond, 
Now that we can no longer avoid 
The persistent racial injustice of our nation, 
The prejudice that lurks inside almost all of us, 
The pervasive police violence that at last is coming into the light? 
 
Here at St. Andrew’s, 
Two groups of parish leaders have been asking questions. 
Questions like this: 
How do we respond to the current situation 
In Denver and our nation? 
And how do we begin to examine 
Our lack of racial and cultural diversity? 
 
How do you hear these questions? 
Are they welcome? 
An invitation or a threat? 
 
Are we holding onto traditions 
That keep out the children of God? 
 
I don’t know the answers; 
I am wondering 
If we dare to hold the questions. 
 
Our vision and mission, 
Our identity and values, 
Are precious to us. 
They nurture and sustain us; 
They keep us growing into a changing world, 
A changing neighborhood. 
 
But – 
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Do they also, perhaps, 
Sometimes, 
Widen our blind spots, 
Exclude those we want to welcome, 
Even give a false impression 
Of our identity and values – 
Values that include, I believe,  
Generosity, inclusivity, 
Courage, and beauty.  
 
We hold something precious here. 
We are keepers of an excellent tradition, 
We have maintained an identity and purpose, 
We believe that what we do and how we do it 
Offers connection, and meaning, 
And peace 
To those who are in great need 
Of welcome, acceptance, 
And shelter. 
 
That has made us, 
Like it or not, 
Rule keepers and in-group members. 
 
How tightly do we hold that? 
How lightly? 
 
We have something precious, 
And it is worth preserving and celebrating. 
 
But it’s time to ask – 
Does our precious heritage make us a group of radical welcome 
That gives life to those within, 
And includes those without? 
 
Are we an in-group 
Concerned with preserving our identity by keeping others out, 
On purpose or unthinkingly? 
 
Do we make rules that give us and others life and strength, 
Or rules that make us inaccessible and inhospitable? 
 
We – 
The people of St. Andrew’s, 
Episcopalians, 
Human beings – 
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We will always be making groups, 
Setting boundaries, 
Keeping and breaking rules.  
It’s who we are. 
 
But we follow in the way 
Of the one who is free. 
 
Jesus comes to us 
As the beloved, 
Leaping and bounding over every barrier 
And knocking at the windows,  
Beating down the doors. 
 
Whatever the season, 
Back to school 
Or bleak midwinter 
Or spring’s awakening, 
Whatever the season, 
He invites us to arise and come away. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


