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“That Which Does Not Satisfy” — August 6, 2017
Isa 55:1–2

1 Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters;
and you that have no money, come, buy and eat!
Come, buy wine and milk without money and without price. 
2 Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, and your labor for that which does not satisfy? Listen carefully to me, and eat what is good, and delight yourselves in rich food.


Matt 15:10–14, 18–19

10 Then he called the crowd to him and said to them, “Listen and understand: 11it is not what goes into the mouth that defiles a person, but it is what comes out of the mouth that defiles.” 

12Then the disciples approached and said to him, “Do you know that the Pharisees took offence when they heard what you said?” 13He answered, “Every plant that my heavenly Father has not planted will be uprooted. 14Let them alone; they are blind guides of the blind. And if one blind person guides another, both will fall into a pit. . . . 

18 “What comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this is what defiles. 19For out of the heart come evil intentions.”


The first passage was written by the greatest of the literary prophets, whom we call Isaiah of Babylon. He seems to be conveying a written revelation for the literate Jews living in exile in Babylon to read. At this time, prophetic revelation is becoming more and more literary. The prophet is no longer standing in the Temple forecourts or at the city gate and proclaiming his message orally. 

Further, the purpose of revelation is starting to change. Instead of rebuking the people, this prophet encouraged, strengthened, and uplifted the downcast. He tells them that spiritual food and soulful waters are available for free. This strong emphasis on God’s generosity is relatively new. This vivid insight would also be emphasized by Jesus, who said “freely you have received; freely give” (Matt 10:8 NIV). There is quite a lot in this prophet that reminds us of the words of Jesus.
Isaiah is making a contrast between the freely given spiritual bread that really fills us, and the material bread that only satisfies temporarily, and for which we have to labor. Why work for “that which does not satisfy?” Why be focused solely on the material level, and ignore your spiritual needs? You can’t take material things with you when you leave.
But some people do labor for that which does not satisfy; they do think that material goods and money rule everything. They ignore or downplay the spiritual. Some even deny the existence of a spiritual nature.
Of course, to a large degree, money and power do rule this world, but only up to a point. That kind of power often finds itself strangely and unexpectedly blocked, as the proverb says: “Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall” (Prov 16:18). The arrogant often do foolhardy things that hasten their own demise.
Even the most successful people don’t get everything they want. What is the pattern that we see? The more grasping they are, the more angry they get. The more angry they are, the more mistakes they make, and the more prone they are to blame others, to lie, to attack, trying to bend the universe to the service of self, all the while making themselves and others miserable. Even if we aren’t materialistic this that, the material world is somewhat heavy and demanding.

How about you? Do you find yourself caught up in the daily grind? Ask yourself: Am I a human being who occasionally has a spiritual moment, or am I really a spiritual being trying to bring some divinity to bear upon this human experience? Or am I a dual being, both spiritual and material?
Now, the Gospel passage starts out on a completely different subject—Jesus rejecting the Pharisees’ concept of ritual purity. “Defiling” refers to ritual impurity. It has nothing to do with hygiene, but with the ritual rules of the Pharisees, most of which come from Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers, but many of which come from the Pharisees’ own added traditions and interpretations. 
Impurity or defilement was considered spiritually dangerous; they thought that enough impurity could drive God away. All kinds of things could cause impurity. The Pharisees were very worried about it, and their hand-washing was meant to cleanse it.

They were very meticulous about what is kosher, and what is not. They were so careful about it, that they refused to sit down at table with Gentiles, and were even very cautious about sitting down with Jews who did not happen to be Pharisees. 

Jesus ignores the burdensome impurity rules altogether. At one point he says “[you have] made void the word of God through your traditions” (Mark 7:13). He makes a moral lesson instead, saying that the only real defilement comes from evil intentions. Intentions are crucial; motives really matter. This is completely different from ritual purity, where motivation does not matter at all, where one can become impure even with the best of intentions, by touching someone who has a skin disease, for instance. Jesus, as I say, ignores the purity realm, and asks people to pay attention to moral and spiritual concerns.

Now, there is a ritual component to all religions, to Judaism, Hinduism, Christianity. But there are also prophets in all these religions who warn against too much emphasis on ritual. Jesus calls the Pharisees blind for their excessive ritualism, and their followers who are stuck at the ritual level, are also blind. When the blind lead the blind, he says, they all fall into a ditch. These are like those who “spend your money for that which is not bread, and labor for that which does not satisfy,” as Isaiah says (Isa 55:2). This does not mean that all ritual is bad. A community uses ritual to define itself, and to treasure its memories. But the excessive focus on ritual becomes a sort of magic act, where one thinks that one gains standing with God through ritual behaviors. 

We must ask ourselves: how much power are we giving to a ritual? Do we think God will love us less if we fail to do a certain ritual in the traditional way? Are we imagining that there is a kind of barrier between us and God that can only be crossed through magical words? This would not be the God whom Jesus taught us to trust. “The Father himself loves you,” he said (John 16:27), and also “It is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom” (Luke 12:32). He is saying that there are no barriers between us and God, unless we create barriers through fear, worry, gossip, or greed.

God’s gift, through Jesus, is new life, a spiritual life, unlike the material life with its fierce competition, its bullies and graspers, its spiritually blind fanatics. God’s gift is a process of our being uniquely transformed by the renewing of our minds (Rom 12:2). God’s gift frees each one of us. It is a new way of living and thinking, even though we remain in the material body, and still have to work for material survival. But although we are still in the world, we are no longer of the world, if we have been born again, born of the Spirit. This means being awakened to a prayerful, spiritual way of living. Let us walk in the Spirit, open our eyes to see with spiritual insight.
If the sighted lead the sighted, then we will find a way forward, even when the terrain becomes difficult. 

We are no longer slaves, but free. Paul proclaims “For freedom Christ has set us free” (Gal 5:1). Since we are free, we do not need ritualistic rules. We certainly don’t need to fear God or worry about impurity.
So, come and drink of the waters that are free. These waters make us steadfast, true, and free. 
And be known by the light of love that has been given to you, and that comes from you.
