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Marathons and Sacraments 

August 29, 2021 

 

The past two weeks, I have talked with many folks are at the end of their ropes, emotionally.  It 

has been a long year-and-a-half.  Normally, the summer is a time for rest, for sabbath, for 

recharging. 

 

This year, though, we are about to take the plunge (or have just taken the plunge), into a new 

academic year, a new program year.  And it might feel like we never even got a chance to 

breathe before we take this new plunge.  We’re still catching our breath. 

 

Or another metaphor (that I like): it feels like we’ve been running a marathon for the past 18 

months.  And normally, when you run a marathon, you finish and you take lots of time to recover 

and rest and heal.  But it feels like we’ve run a marathon, and now, we’re told to keep running. 

 

That’s in large part because we are now dealing with the delta variant of the corona virus.  We 

again have to be vigilant after already being vigilant for so long.  It gets tiring, always being on 

guard!  But more than that, it’s the renewed conflicts over masks and vaccines and what is an 

individual’s right in the midst of a community.  It’s exhausting. 

 

And of course, this is only the background of our lives.  There are still all the regular demands, 

the stresses, of everyday life.  And it’s exhausting. 

 

It occurs to me that, although there was no global pandemic during the life of Jesus (as far as we 

know), Jesus still knew something of this ongoing stress.  In Mark’s Gospel, Jesus moves from 

one place to another quickly, and whenever he and his disciples arrive, they are immediately 

bombarded with requests or demands or criticisms.  “Immediately.”  Mark uses that word over 

and over.  There’s not time to rest or even process what is going on. 

 

And that’s the case today.  Prior to our reading, Jesus tried to go on a little retreat with his 

disciples, to catch up with them and to hear what they did when they were sent out to minister in 

groups of two.  But as they try to sneak away for this debrief, a crowd of 5,000 men plus their 

families follow them, so Jesus feeds them. 

 

Then Jesus sends his disciples off in a boat while he stays to dismiss the crowd.  When he’s 

done, Jesus walks on the water to the boat.  There’s some hubbub about that, but only as time 

allows.  When they reach the other side of the sea, people see Jesus and rush to meet him and 

bring him their sick friends and relatives.  Not a moment’s rest. 

 

Then it’s while Jesus and his disciples are interacting with the crowds that the Pharisees and 

scribes show up.  And they start complaining about how the disciples aren’t washing their hands 

before they eat. 

 

Maybe because Jesus has been bombarded by people for the past however-many hours, maybe 

because he’s exhausted from healing, maybe because he hasn’t had any time to get away and talk 

with God, Jesus is having none of this.  Jesus is done.  [I admit, I take some comfort in the fact 
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that Jesus could get stressed out and impatient.  If the Son of God can feel overwhelmed, us 

mortals can be okay feeling overwhelmed too.] 

 

Jesus says to the scribes and Pharisees, “The prophet Isaiah talked about hypocrites… That’s 

you.  You follow human laws instead of listening to God.” 

 

Now, this needs to be said: Jesus is not criticizing the practice of washing your hands before you 

eat.  Or ever.  Jesus is not anti-hand-washing. 

 

Jesus IS criticizing the Pharisees’ focus on following man-made rituals, as if those rituals make a 

person holy.  

 

And actually, Jesus’ tirade continues for a while, and our lesson today cuts most of it out.  We 

pick up again when Jesus has left the crowds, calmed down a bit, and then is talking to just his 

followers about what defiles a person.  And the lesson is clear: What makes you unclean or 

impure isn’t dirt or isn’t failure to engage in certain rituals; it’s how you act.  Your behavior is 

the most important element of your spiritual life.  (We hear these in our James reading too – be 

doers of the word, not just hearers). 

 

I have to say, as I stand here in a church building, wearing ritualistic robes/stoles, as we gather 

around a ceremonial table for a very old ritual, I have to admit that Jesus’ words make me feel a 

little uncomfortable.  Are we like those Pharisees, putting our stock in rituals rather than our 

behavior? 

 

I hope not, if we do 2 things.  First, we should remind ourselves that the rituals we do here on 

Saturday evenings/Sunday mornings do not make us righteous.  We aren’t here to please God.  

Being at church isn’t earning us a gold star in God’s ledger book. 

 

We believe, as Episcopalians, that these rituals are for our benefit, not for God’s.  In our 

Sacraments – Communion and Baptism – we believe that we are illustrating a truth that already 

exists.  In baptism, we are saying that (Lena) the one being baptized is sealed by the Holy Spirit 

and marked as Christ’s own forever.  That is a Truth, regardless of whether someone is baptized.  

Each of us, baptized or not, is loved by God as God’s own child.  The ritual of baptism just helps 

make us aware of that. 

 

It’s a similar case for Communion.  At the Eucharist, we remember Jesus’ last meal with his 

disciples, and we become participants in that meal.  And when we consume the bread, in which 

Jesus is present, it is a sign that Jesus exists in us.  The truth is, Jesus exists in us, whether or not 

we take Communion.  Our participation in Communion helps us realize that truth. 

 

So we don’t do these rituals to be holier than other people.  We don’t do them because we are 

trying to win God’s favor.  These rituals are sacred tools to help us in our journey as we seek 

God.  And that’s why we say that they are open to everyone.  There are no barriers to seeking 

God. 
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Second, I hope we aren’t like the Pharisees and scribes because coming to church is only the 

beginning.  This is where we are fed, so that we can go out into the world and do God’s work.  

That was an important piece that the religious leaders of Jesus’ day were missing. 

 

Jesus’ raw response to these Pharisees (which, by the way, we’ll see next week too, this raw 

Jesus) is a call to focus not on the things that people say are important; but to focus on the things 

that God says are important. 

 

One of those things, I’ll say in closing, that God says is important, is sabbath.  As Paul wrote in 

our Ephesians reading from a couple days ago, “the days are evil” (5:15).  The world is hectic 

right now.  Make sure to take time with God.  Make sure to take time with yourself (if you’re an 

introvert) or with people you care about (if you’re an extrovert).  Nourish your soul.  It will be a 

long race; be sure to stop and rest when you need to. 

 

Amen. 
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