
Lay Reader Sermon Series III

The Ninth Sunday after Trinity


psalter:
Psalm 103
1st lesson:
Wisdom 11:21-12:2
2nd lesson:
Luke 15:11-32
Unclean and Clean
Two verses from the Parable of the Prodigal Son describe the younger brother's situation after he had spent all his money, and had been deserted by his acquaintances in the "far country" to which he'd gone after he left home: "He went and joined himself to a citizen of that country; and he sent him into his fields to feed swine. And he would fain have filled his belly with the husks that the swine did eat: and no man gave unto him."

This was a Jewish family described in the parable. The younger son had asked for his share of the family fortune. As the younger of two sons, he was entitled to a third of the estate, his older brother to two-thirds. It was not unknown to divide family fortunes before the death of the father. However, problems could result from this practice, and Ecclesiasticus advised against it, because the father might later regret such a decision, and be dependent on his sons for a living. "At the time when you end the days of your life, in the hour of death, distribute your inheritance," urges Ecclesiasticus (33:23).

But the father acquiesced in the younger son's request for "the portion of goods that falleth to me." He converted his share to cash, and went away to that "far country," where he squandered all of his assets. Without food or shelter, he had to get a job with one of the Gentile inhabitants of the country as a swineherd. Pigs were unclean animals for the Jews, so the job was evidence, as has been said, of "the degradation to which the young son" had sunk. As further evidence of his unhappy condition, he was so hungry that he wanted to eat what the swine were eating. It was the fruit of the carob tree, which grew throughout the Mediterranean area. It bore long pods filled with a sweet pulp and indigestible seeds. It was used mainly as food for animals.

In Leviticus 11 we read, "Whatsoever parteth the hoof . . . and cheweth the cud, among the beasts, that shall ye eat . . . And the swine, though he divide the hoof, and be cloven-footed, yet he cheweth not the cud; he is unclean to you." Commentators have given various explanations for swine being regarded as unclean. They were widely used by the Canaanites in sacrifices to their gods. It's also been written that "self-preservation is the fundamental reason for laws of uncleanness." Thus the desire to prevent the spread of trichinosis through the eating of inadequately cooked pork might have been the origin of the swine's ritual uncleanness. But the writers of the Old Testament, and those who followed its teachings, believed that the distinction between clean and unclean animals rested on divine commandments in the Law of Moses. It was a facet of the conviction that all of life should be dedicated to God, and was based on the holiness of God.

There was also an emphasis on ethical cleanness or purity. Psalm 24 asks, "Who shall ascend into the hill of the Lord?" As part of its answer, it declares, "Even he that hath clean hands and a pure heart." The author of Psalm 51, one of those appointed for this Sunday, prays, "Make me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within me."

It was this ethical purity which Christ taught was essential. For, as someone has noted. He eliminated "the concept of ritual uncleanness coming from external sources" and emphasized "moral impurity arising from within." The Seventh chapter of the Gospel according to Saint Mark records how He declared all foods clean. His disciples were criticized for omitting the ceremonial washings of the hands that were usually done at meals. They were eating with "defiled . . . unwashen hands," and so neglecting the "traditions of the elders." But Jesus was scornful of these traditions, and told His critics that they were using them as an excuse to evade the Commandments, such as the Fifth, to honor one's parents. Then He gathered His disciples and others with them around, and told them that no food going into a man from outside could defile him, but that those things which came out of a person are what defile him.

With an admonition to His listeners, "If any man have ears to hear, let him hear," He went into a house. There the disciples asked Him about what He had just said. They could hardly believe what they had heard, or accept its implications. He repeated it, and made it more emphatic, thus "purging all meats," as it's put in the Authorized Version; or, more directly in a modern version, "Thus he declared all foods clean." Then He repeated His statement that what "cometh out of the man, that defileth the man;" and to be sure that the disciples understood Him, He gave examples, such as "evil thoughts . . . murders, thefts . . . deceit . . . blasphemy, pride."

The prodigal son suffered the ritual defilement of working with unclean animals. Of far more consequence were his thoughtlessness and selfishness in demanding his share of his father's estate, and the wasteful and immoral living in which he indulged. These are what defiled him, and made him spiritually and morally unclean.

Sometimes we feel a deep need for spiritual cleansing because of our sins, and know that the words of the prodigal are easily our own: "Father I have sinned against heaven, and in thy sight, and am no more worthy to be called thy son;" only in our cases, we address these words to God Himself as we confess our sins.

Several places in the New Testament tell us of the moral and spiritual cleansing which Christ gives to those who turn to Him. Saint John spoke of this symbolically, in terms of the Old Testament sacrificial system, in his first Epistle, in these words: "The blood of Jesus Christ (God's) Son cleanseth us from all sin" (1st John 1:7) The Lord assured His disciples at the Last Supper, and He assures us, "Now ye are clean through the word which I have spoken unto you." (John 15:3)

At the Last Supper, He had washed their feet, thus in an unforgettable way teaching them again about the basic and initial spiritual cleansing of baptism, and the purifying effect of fellowship with Him in the Church. He said to them, "He that is washed needeth not save to wash his feet, but is clean every whit." (John 13:10) "He that is washed" refers to baptism; and "needeth not save to wash his feet" refers to the cleansing effect of being with Christ in His Church, and particularly to the confession of our sins to Him, and the consequent assurance of forgiveness.

In Ephesians, Saint Paul gives a similar message: "Christ . . . loved the church, and gave himself for it; That he might sanctify and cleanse it with the washing of water by the word." (Ephesians 5:26) We all need that moral and spiritual purifying which Christ can give. He receives and cleanses all who turn to Him, and restores them to, and keeps them in, their places in His household and family.
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