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Thirteenth Sunday after Trinity 2015 

Deuteronomy 4: 1 – 2, 6 – 9 

Mark 7: 1 – 8, 14 – 15, 21 – 23 

 

Who remembers old money?  I’m just old enough to 

remember it.  What I really do remember is the 

kafuffle when the new fancy fangled decimal money 

came and old folk were getting ripped off because they 

were simply handing over their purses to shop keepers 

and telling them to take out whatever they needed 

because they couldn’t understand the new money. 

 

So:  if I give you ten shillings, and you give me 120 

pence, are you better off worse off than when you 

started?  You’re neither better nor worse off because 

the two cancel each other out:  10s is the same as 120d. 

If Tim Butler at the Bull & Sun says there’s a free pint 

for everyone who goes in the Bull & Sun and the entry 

fee is £3.25 are you better or worse off than you are 

now?  Again, you’re neither better nor worse off; they 

cancel each other out:  the entry fee is the same as the 

price the free be would be otherwise.  Of course, if 

you’re the sort of person who person who only goes 

into the Bull & Sun to watch the 24 hours news 

because you’re too tight to pay the Sky subscription 

and never actually buy a drink, you’d be worse off.  But 

to everybody else it wouldn’t make a difference. 

 

At first sight it’s the same with our two Bible readings 

this morning:  they cancel each other out.  

Deuteronomy says follow the rules to be faithful to 

God; and Mark’s Gospel says you’re not faithful to God 

by following the rules but by having the right stuff in 

your heart.  I suspect it takes not much more than a 

moment’s reflection for most of us to work out that it’s 

not just a simple either/or.  The two readings don’t 

actually cancel each other out so much as complement 

each other. 

 

It’s now received wisdom to realise that things aren’t 

right or wrong, there just different.  Different people 

have different ways of negotiating their way through 
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life.  Some people have rules based mentalities.  It 

makes sense to them to live with the certainty of the 

results of ethical decision-making being codified into a 

set of rules.  Those rules can be relied upon.  They save 

the need to work out the answer or adopt a right 

attitude towards a situation on the hoof.  And they 

protect you from getting it wrong.  The rules often 

represent the distillation of generations of thinking 

and are a treasury of wisdom. 

 

Other people don’t want to be hide-bound by rules and 

to be told what to do by others.  They want to work it 

out for themselves.  The rules may be past their sell-by 

date.  They may no longer fit.  They may create 

injustices when operated arbitrarily. 

 

Of course, both those positions are dangerous if 

pursued to extremes.  It’s a rather distortedly narrow 

mind that’s entirely dependent on rules.  We would 

often label someone with such a mind as being on 

some spectrum of special need.  It is similarly 

dysfunctional, though, not to be able to accept rules at 

all.  We may well label such a person arrogantly self-

centred and unpredictable. 

 

Wisdom emerges at the point where those two 

tendencies are held in tension.  Jesus leads us to that 

wisdom.  We have the tradition, preserved for us in 

St.Matthew’s Gospel, of Jesus saying he came to 

remove not one jot or tittle of the Law.   

 

[Just as an aside, I think I’m right that tittle is a word 

entirely made up by the translators of the King James 

Bible.  I don’t there any record of it occurring 

anywhere else before.  It always strikes me it’s a bit of 

a Ken Dodd Word.  You can just imagine him saying 

“What a fine day, what a fine day for removing a jot 

and a tittle.”  Anyway, that’s just an irreverent aside.] 

 

The point is that Jesus has a healthy respect for rules . 

. . and he also entertains a healthy cynicism towards 

them.  Rules can be dangerous things unless we are 
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prepared continually to challenge them; unless we are 

prepared to look behind them; and unless we are 

prepared to reformulate them when the need arises.  

Rules are merely tools.  They are to be used to help us.  

They assist us to find the truth.  But they are not 

themselves the truth.  If we find ourselves treating 

rules as sacred, we are guilty of idolatry. 

 

Christians shouldn’t worship the Bible, however much 

we revere it.  It is God who is revealed through the 

Bible whom we worship.  And when scholars look at 

the way the Bible has developed into the form in which 

we receive it today, what they find are layers upon 

layers of reinterpretation with each layer of 

interpretation helping a particular generation to 

reimagine their world with God right at the centre of 

it. 

 

If a changing world frightens us, and we seek to defend 

ourselves from the changes by holding them up against 

outdated rules, we will simply confirm our prejudices 

and limit the scope of God’s operation to the confines 

of the rules that comfort us.  Christians then become 

like an endangered species that have to live in a sort of 

holy game reserve.     

 

If we have the courage to allow God’s Word to live, to 

be alive, to grow, to be responsive, to inform, to 

inspire, to carry and sustain us through change, there 

is no limit to where God’s Word can go and where God 

can take us. 

 

Amen. 

 

 


