If It’s Not About Love - Rev. Denise Schiavone

A\ forbidden meal on the Sabbat]—l. An unsanctioned l‘:caling in the synagogue.
Mark’s Gos}acl this morning brings us the culmination of a series of
controversies centered around Jesus and Jewish law. |n Prcvious events, Jesus
has healed a Paralytic and Forgivcn his sins, causing the rcligious leaders to
accuse him of blasphcmg. Hc’s broken bread with tax collectors and other
“sinners.” His disciplcs failed to fast as t]'lcy should. Now, t]'lcy PIuek heads of
grain to eat, again violating Sabbath rules. And in the tcmPlc, Jesus calls forth

a man with a withered hand, who is restored to health.

As Mark tells it, Jcsus’s ministry in Galilcc barclg gets a chance to kick off

before he embarks on a collision course with the rcligious authorities.'

Today, his conflict with the Jewish Jeaders seems to come to a head. T he
Pharisees do not like Jesus’ response to their qucstioning of the disciplcs
eating on the sabbat[’\, and now, thcg watch him, waiting to see what he’ll do
about the man with the deformed hancl, a man most likclg considered an
outsider—his Phgsical defect making him an outcast. And Jesus calls him
forward in front of all, saying, “Stretch out your hand.”

T he Pharisees know oFJchs’s l‘:istorg of c]'loosing hcaling and mercy over

strict compliancc with the |aw, and thcg look for a chance to accuse him.

Throughout Scriptural intcrprctation, the Pharisees often geta bad rap. Jn
todag’s passage, thcy have angcrcd Jcsus with their “hard-heartedness.” Thcg
are often considered hgpocritcs and elitists. And some were likclgjust that.
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But we should also consider that the Jewish authorities had good reason to

cling to their laws.

One of the bleakest Pcriods in |sraels historg was the destruction of
Jcmsalcm and the TcmPlc of Solom by the Babglonians, who enslaved skilled
|sraelite laborers and put unskilled citizens to death. T he |sraclites spent 75
years in exile and slavcry before bcing freed by Cyrus and sent back to their

homclan&, where cvcntUany, the Tcmplc was rebuilt.

lsraclitc scholars believed the exile and destruction of the Tcmplc was (God
Punishing them for not Fo“owing the laws of the T orah. And thcg believed that
to prevent such devastation from ever happcning again, the Jewish Pcoplc

needed to practice strict adherence to all of (God's commandments.

So, when the F]"arisces witness the disciples strolling along Pluaking grains of
head on the Sabbath, we can understand whg thcg migl'\t see this as an act that
couldjcopardizc ]sracl’s good standing with God.

| have to say, itis a rare Gospcl rcac]ing that has me rclating to the Pharisees.
But this scrfPturc has me somewhat cmPatI-nctic to their dl’smag.

As someone who spcnt 20 years in military service and has held a government
security clearance for over three decades, | am gencra”g a rule-follower. |
believe laws and rcgulations Play an important role in societal order, in the

Pursuit onusticc, and in the Fostcring of peace.

Most Pcoplc in a democratic socicty aPPrcciatc laws and rules for the sa]cctg

and sccurfty thcg Providc citizens. 50 when we hear accounts oFJcsus’s
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behavior such as we heard this moming, it would be tcmPting to reduce it all to a

character sketch OFJCSUs as rac]ical, JchS as rcbcl, JCSUS as rule-breaker.

Butin rcalitg, the whole of Scripturc Providcs evidence that Jesus had great
respect for the law. Jn Matthew 5, he cxplicitly says, “Do not think that | have
come to abolish the law or the Prophcts; | have come not to abolish but to fulfil.
For trulg ] tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one Icttcr, not one

stroke of a lcttcr, will pass from the law until all is accomplishcc}.”

Jesus’s first followers called him Rabbi—a teacher of Jewish law. His students
might well have heard him spcak the very words we heard in Dcutcronomy this
morning: “Kcmcmbcr that you were a slave in the land of E_ggpt, and the Lord
your (God brougl—wt you out from there with a migl—»tg hand and an outstretched
arm; therefore the Lord your Gocl commanded you to kccp the sabbath clay.”

And yet, stanc]ing in the middle of the synagogue, he chooses to very Publicly
call an afflicted man before everyone, saying, “Stretch out your hand.” And he
cha"cngcs the Fharisccs, asking: “ls it lawful to do good or to do harm on the
sabbath, to save Jife or to kill?»

His conflict with the rcligious authorities might make him seem subversive. f)ut a
closer look reveals that JCSUS took issue not with the laws of his ancestors, but

rather, with those who distorted it to suit their own agcndas.

Jf Jesus walked the [ arth today, J believe he might similarly cha"cngc us in our
rclationship with modern day conventions and cultural norms. [He might invite us
into a new way of seeing where we may straying from the intent behind (God’s

commandments: the places where our rules become mechanisms tor oppression,
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where ritual makes worship rote, where laws become vehicles to cxploit those on
the margins and elevate the clitc, where convention becomes comfort that leaves

no room for compassion.

Some of you have heard me tell the story of how | had a “born again”
cxPcricncc and became a Christian at the age of 24, after having been raised in
an atheist Family. ] will never {:orgct the SUndag moming] acccPtcd Christ as
my Savior: ] felt like Jd cmcrgcc] from a cocoon, fresh with wings that would
send me soaring to see the face of (God.

The non-denominational Christian church where | had that cxpcricncc invited
me tojoin their new-member welcome class the next weekend. And, still alight
with the newness of my salvation, | went to learn about the faith community |

t]’:oug]'rtl would become Part of.

Fastor Dan cxplaincc] about the church’s oFFcrings and services before moving
onto cxpcctations of its members. And as | listened to him sPcak omcgraCC and
sin, though | didn’t have the word for it back then, | heard in his Prcscntation a
troubling fundamentalist view of certain tl—u'ngs: the role of women, the issue of

sex outside of marriage, the “choice” of homoscxualitg.

] wondered EF] might be misunc]crstanc]ing in some way. E)ut when ] Prcssccl
Fastor Dan about what happcns to those who break these rulcs, after some
hesitation, he said that continued sin could lead to excommunication from the

church.

Thereisa saying that there’s no hurt like church hurt, and in many ways, |
believe that to be true. ] left the class that c]ag heartbroken—and never



If It’s Not About Love - Rev. Denise Schiavone

returned. f)ut ]’m so gratcful that Goc] guiclcd me to move bcyond that Pain to

find a new faith communitg.

u1timatcl3, | found my way to the Episcopal Church. And while no church is
Pchcct, ] do feel that here we at least attcmPt to make space for both rules and

freedom, for both ritual and sPiritual nourishment, for both tradition and vision.

For tradition and rite and ritual certainlg have their Placc, and many of us
cxpcricncc worship dccPly through these. but consiclcr, too, that Church as
we know it may very well not look like this in 5,10, 15 years. And as we work to
build God's king)dom, our chcndcncc on convention and structure may not
serve us in the same ways. To draw Pcoplc into the Onc Bodg, we need to
think about how we make Church haPPcn.

Churcl': ]’IaPPcns as we stretch out our withered hand, acccPt the hcaling grace
Jchs o#crs, and turn and offer that to others. Church happcns when come
face to face with another who's sugcring and, though it's dismaging, we choose
to walk a[ongsidc, to be present with them in their pain. Church happcns when
we see Pcoplc on the margins Pushccl asfdc, held down, and kept out by those in
power, and we stcP up to fulfill our baptismal Promiscs to strive Forjusticc and

peace among all Pcoplc, and rcsPcct the c]ignitg of every human bcing.

Jesusis chaucnging into a dccPcr undcrstanding and intcrprctation of God’s
commandments. [Je is cha"cnging us to see the sPirit behind the rules and
structure, to choose to be Church far bcyond the walls of the sanctuary, even—
and csPcciaUH—in dark and dirty and chaotic spaces, dcspitc—and within—our

fear and unccrtaintg.
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We can honor and use convention and tradition wcu, while bcing open to the
ways we may be called to move bcgonc] that which does not serve as Jchs calls

us to serve.

Jn his book “Crazg Christians: A Ca" to ]:ollow Jesus,” our Prcsiding Bishop
Michael Currg said, “Bcing a Christian is not csscntia“y aboutjoining a
church or bcing anice person, but about Fo"owing in the Footstcps o{:Jcsus,
talcing his tcachings scrioualg, lctting his SPirit take the lead in our lives, and in
s0 c]oing hclping to changc the world from our nightmarc into (od’s dream.”

He added, “]1(: it's not about 1ovc, it's not about Gocl.”

[f onlg we would measure the intcgritg of all our laws and rcgulations and rituals

against that bar: “Jf it's not about lovc, it's not about (God.”

]n afew months, this country will hold another Prcsic]cntial election. No matter
where you sit on the Political sPcctrum, these will be Particularlg hard and
Paimcul times. \We may very well witness discord and division like never before.
We will be chaﬂcngcd to consider where we might be clinging to convention for
the sake of comfort, citing rules we know perpetuate injl,lsticc, and allowing
tradition to lull us into comPlaccncg. We will be cl'la"cngccl to show comPassion
to oursclvcs, to each ot[’\cr, and to all those around us. ] thank Goc] that as
disciples of Christ, we are blessed with a guiding compass for how to treat our

ncighbors, the one rule that takes Prcc:cdcnt over all else: the way of love.

As the start of summer offers a slower rhgthm and pace, ] hoPc we can consider
this season an opportunity to reflect on where in our lives Jesus may be inviting

us into new ways of sccing and c]ccpcr levels of undcrstanc]ing.
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“IF it's not about lovc, it’s not about (God?



