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                                  “Principals, Beliefs and Traditions” 
                                                                                          First Presbyterian Church 

                                                                                 Pastor Dave Carlson 
                                                                             September 2, 2018 

 
Old Testament Lesson:  Deuteronomy 4:1-2, 6-9         
New Testament Lesson: Mark 7:1-8       
 
During dinner out with one of our church’s small groups, Ellie Royal – sitting next to me – mentioned 
growing up knowing a classmate who was Catholic.  And because of Roman Catholic tradition teachings, 
the classmate was not permitted to socialize with Ellie, or anyone else of another denomination.   
 
While the Catholic church has grown and changed, it and churches of all denominations still have beliefs, 
practices, and traditions that drive people apart, keep people out.  
 
This is what our reading from Mark is getting at, where the Pharisees and scribes come from Jerusalem 
and ask Jesus, “Why do your disciples not live according to the tradition of the elders, but eat with defiled 
hands?”    
 
And Jesus says, “Isaiah prophesied rightly about you hypocrites, as it is written, 
‘This people honors me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.  In vain do they worship me, 
teaching human precepts as doctrines.’  “You abandon the commandment of God,” said Jesus, “and hold to 
human tradition.” What was going on back then when it comes to God’s word in scripture and in their daily 
lives? 
 
Well, the Gospel According to Mark was written some 70 years after Jesus’ resurrection, and primarily for 
Gentile readers, people from different regions of the world with different traditions who came to Christianity 
from outside of the Jewish faith.  The Jews who became Christians still followed the ancient teachings 
about ritual purity, even at the expense of keeping the Gentiles out of the church. 
 
So Mark tells them: Don’t you remember when Jesus was with us and the Pharisees tried to alienate him 
and his followers?  They said the disciples were not following ancient teachings.  And Jesus called them 
hypocrites.  What Jesus was saying is the Pharisees and scribes had traditions that followed the letter of 
the law, but they did not follow the Spirit of the law, the Spirit of God.   
 
The Spirit of God was moving through Mark’s community in powerful ways.  Lots of different types of 
people were becoming Christians.  They didn’t dress like the Jewish converts to Christianity, they didn’t 
have the same traditions as the Jews who became Christian, and they didn’t know what was required of 
them as Christians – do they need to maintain ritual purity to be accepted? 
 
I think we have the same kind of questions being asked in churches across the county today.  If someone 
goes to a contemporary church, does he have to wear a polo shirt and khakis or jeans?  Does someone 
visiting a traditional church have to wear a necktie and jacket, a nice dress for the ladies?  What difference 
does it make in God’s eyes, if any? 
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If you’re Presbyterian, do you have to say “debtors” in the Lord’s Prayer, while Lutherans and Methodists 
have to say, “trespasses,” and Catholics “sins”?  What difference does that make, compared to God’s 
desire for the church and its future?!? These are the types of questions Jesus was asking, when he called 
out the Pharisees and scribes, the questions he was asking the church when Mark’s gospel was written, 
the questions he is asking the church today, our church, us.   
 
Jesus is asking us to reconsider what difference it makes, whatever it is we’re hung up on?!?  He’s asking 
us to decide what’s most important in our hearts, in our faith, in our churches.  Is it the letter of the law or 
the spirit of the law, maintaining traditions or welcoming new ideas and new people, being comfortable or 
being transformational? 
 
Churches, congregations and people-who-don’t-go-to-church need to focus on the Spirit of the law, we 
need to focus on new ways to be welcoming, we need to be open to being transformational.  Being 
transformational means growing in the faith in ways that actually change who we are, individually, as a 
congregation, and for those who don’t go to church; there’s some responsibility there, too, of course.    
 
One of the biggest reasons people don’t go to church is because they are not comfortable in church, or 
they think they won’t be.  It’s too early in the morning, but they’ll get up for a doctor’s appointment, tailgating 
party, coffee with a friend. They don’t want to dress up.  But look around here – people are dressed in all 
styles, from suites to casual. Church isn’t like it used to be – the music is different, the time is different, the 
people are different.  And yet, when did Jesus ever leave things like he found them.  Being Christian means 
being changed, if we’re being true to the gospel.  
 
The problem is, too often churches and their members and friends are not as true to the gospel as they 
think they are.  Churches get hung up on tradition even when it flies in the face of the gospel, undermines 
the core principles and beliefs that Jesus taught.  “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all 
your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength…. (And) love your neighbor as yourself.   There is 
no commandment greater than these” says Jesus.  
 
Anytime our principles, beliefs and traditions get in the way of the love of God, anytime we are less than 
loving to our neighbors or the strangers among us, that’s an opportunity for us to examine our beliefs and 
practices and to grow in the faith, according to the teachings of Jesus, to do the hard work of changing who 
we are in order to better reflect God’s unconditional love and acceptance of others. 
 
Cecil T. Turner, of Louisville, Kentucky was arrested for burglary and fraudulent use of a credit card, which 
he stole from a woman’s purse while they were attending the same church meeting. Turner was convicted 
after police found receipts from the stolen credit card in his home.  What do you suppose this self-
professed Christian bought with that stolen credit card? Ten copies of a Bible study, titled “Making Peace 
With Your Past.”  Oh, and he also bought the follow-up study: “Moving Beyond Your Past.”  No information 
on whether he ever moved beyond his past, returned to church, and took a good hard look at his faith 
compared to his actions, how he treated others.  
 
But if he ever did return to church, would he be welcomed?  This church building is supposed to be a place 
where everyone and anyone feels welcome.  If not, everyone does, part of that is on us, and part of that is 
on the individual.  Part of the reason people don’t feel comfortable going to church is also because of 
society and what it says and believes about church. Regardless of the reason or who’s to blame, we are all 
called to be a part of the solution.   



3 

 

As you go through the weeks ahead – in church committee meetings and ministry teams, in the worship 
services, at work, school or out in the community – take note of any ways that you or this church is being 
less than welcoming of others. 
 
As welcoming as this church is – and we are – this is still an opportunity for you to examine your own 
thoughts and beliefs about church, about what’s proper and what’s not, about who fits in and who doesn’t.  
 
Ask yourself, are any of your thoughts and beliefs and feelings less than welcoming and affirming.  Are you 
too hard on others – or yourself?   
 
Are you willing to change, to grow in the faith, to reimage what church is all about, and what it could and will 
become, when we check our beliefs and traditions against God’s word and the Spirit’s leading?  Amen. 
  

                                                            PASTORAL PRAYER 
 
We pray, O God, for pure hearts and faithful lives.  Give us hearts that are a reflection of your glory and 
light.   
 
Give us hands that work diligently, rest peacefully, and reach out to others on the love of Christ. 
 
Give us hearts that feel strongly – deeply troubled by injustice and oppression, and deeply committed to 
loving God and loving neighbor.   
 
Move our feet toward the poor, the weak, the needy.   
 
Let our lives be always dedicated to furthering your kingdom here on Earth.  We are yours, O God. Take us 
and use us. 
  
We pray this in Jesus name, lifting our eyes to you and our voices in song, praying the prayer that you 
taught us: 
 
  
Our Father, who art in heaven, 
hallowed be thy name. 
Thy kingdom come, 
thy will be done, 
on earth as it is in heaven. 
Give us this day our daily bread; 
and forgive us our debts, 
as we forgive our debtors; 
and lead us not into temptation, 
but deliver us from evil. 
For thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever. Amen. 


