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Back when Ohio was just newly recognized as a state, and its population 
consisted of more deer, panthers and bears than people, a dream of an idea was 
born. The idea that the remote cluster of log cabins referred to as Athens might 
become the home of a university.  It is hard to read histories of Athens and Ohio 
University without reading between the lines a strong sense of pride that such a 
seemingly outrageous idea would come to be the lively, large, exuberant presence 
we at Church of the Good Shepherd are located in the heart of today. This sense of 
pride is the same one I have seen in the histories of many colleges, universities, 
seminaries and other institutions of learning in our country. 

 This pride isn’t just in the institution itself, but in how the institution came to 
be and what its early students were willing to endure to be a part of it.  OU’s 
history I read includes a telling of the treacherous journey its founders and 
students took through a road-less wilderness of dense forests just to get to Athens. 
These stories certainly put the move in days in perspective for this newbie, as they 
are part of the legend of arriving at OU. Legends like this are an important part of 
any institution’s history, because they point to the deeper identity and intention 
behind the creation and development of these institutions. In other words, they 
remind us of the heart of the institutions, what they are really about, and what 
their purpose is. A person who attends such a school may do so not just to earn a 
degree, but to participate in that something greater the institution represents, and 
then take a little bit of that with them when they leave. 

 Part of OU’s history seems to point to not just to the strength of rugged 
determination, but also a sense of “democratic spirit” as Betty Hollow calls it in her 
history of OU, which inspires those who are a part of OU to explore their interests 
in ways that are meaningful and enjoyable. 

 Perhaps that ideal is at the heart of many institutions of learning: the ideal of 
creating a place and time where a person can explore, discover, test, try, fail, as a 
way to learn not just a subject or topic, but how to learn, how to think, and find the 
courage and confidence to apply such valuable skills in life outside of the university 
in order to participate in society. 



 Yet, as religious and spiritual writer, professor and priest Henri Nouwen has 
written, this intention or heart of many schools is not what is actually lived out on 
campus. He writes, “one of the saddest aspects of the lives of many students is that 
they always feel pressured….The word school, which comes from ‘schola’ which 
means free time, reminds us that schools were originally meant to interrupt a busy 
existence and create some space to contemplate the mysteries of life. Today they 
have become the arena for a hectic race to accomplish as much as possible, to 
acquire in a short period the necessary thing to survive the great battle of human 
life.” 

 Nouwen wasn’t criticizing any university or college for being less than 
adequate as much as he was making the observation that the current purpose of 
higher learning seems to be different from its original intention, or its heart. And 
he expressed sadness at what is potentially lost because the drive for personal 
achievement sometimes overrides the heart of the matter when it comes to 
education. 

 This perspective might help us as we engage our Gospel reading this morning 
where we saw Jesus having a difficult conversation with the Pharisees. 

 Remember who the Pharisees were: they were Jewish religious leaders 
whose main purpose was to preserve their faith by observing all the traditions set 
forth in the Hebrew Bible. Theirs was an important and serious job; they had to not 
only know and follow the traditions, they also had to teach them and pass them on 
to the next generation. Often it was the Pharisees who were disturbed by what 
Jesus said and did because Jesus’s words and actions often contradicted the 
traditions and practices of the traditions as the Pharisees understood them. 

 As we see in his response to the Pharisees’ criticism of his disciples, Jesus did 
not always have kind words for the Pharisees.  Today Jesus responded by calling 
them hypocrites and quoting scripture at them and accusing them of giving God lip 
service only. Meaning although they knew the traditions and kept them religiously, 
they did not do these things with love for God, which made their traditions empty 
rituals, not true worship of God. 

 This sounds like some pretty heavy criticism in response for wondering why 
his disciples did not wash their hands before they ate. We might wonder if Jesus is 
being a bit defensive, or if he was crabby that day, because washing your hands 
before you eat is pretty basic sound health care. I’m sure we will all wash our 
hands before we enjoy the cookout after service today. We don’t even think about 
something like that. 



 But the author of Mark’s Gospel used Jesus response to show us that the 
Pharisees’ question wasn’t really about hygiene.  In Mark’s Gospel there is a long 
battle between Jesus and the Pharisees about the interpretation of scripture. It is 
important to point out that Jesus sometimes did things that appeared to contradict 
scripture, like healing on the Sabbath, and that the criticism he received wasn’t 
about the healing, it was about breaking the Sabbath. Here what looks like criticism 
about washing is really for the Pharisees about participating in a tradition that is 
part of what makes a person acceptable to God. 

 For me, I struggled with the term tradition as it used in the Gospel today. To 
me what was described as tradition sounds instead like rules.  Rules to me are 
attempts to regulate behavior not necessarily in unhealthy ways, they are 
requirements for participation to maintain safety for all people. Like driving. There 
are rules drivers need to follow so we all reach our destinations safely.  I think of 
tradition as a way to participate in something greater than myself that those who 
came before me have also participated in: like decorating a tree at Christmas, or 
having a special dinner at Thanksgiving, lighting a wreath during worship in Advent, 
singing parts of the Eucharistic Prayer. All these are traditions that can be inclusive; 
joining us with people from generations past, and in some cases with God, and 
enjoyable to participate in. But if taken as rules that must be done in order for 
holidays like Christmas or Thanksgiving to happen or worship during Advent or the 
Eucharist to be valid, then the traditions themselves have become more important 
than the heart of the matter. 

 The tradition of hand washing sounds more like a rule to me because it was a 
way to make a person clean. Now for the Pharisees this was not a physical state of 
cleanliness, but a spiritual one. They were operating under the directions in 
Leviticus that certain foods and practices can make an individual unfit to be in 
relationship with God, this is why certain types of washing were required.  

 That idea seems to be what Jesus was contradicting in our Gospel today. A 
person’s acceptability to God, Jesus seems to be arguing, isn’t how clean their 
hands are, or if they are doing all the right traditions, but if they truly have a heart 
for loving God and are participating in that love. That doesn’t mean a person is 
necessarily off the hook when it comes to participating in traditions like worship, 
but it helps remind us that not only what we do, but what we feel and think also 
matter to God. 

 



 One of the biggest criticisms the institution of the Church receives these days 
sounds a lot like Henri Nouwen’s sad observation of academic institutions: that we 
seem to have forgotten what is at the heart of church and instead focus too much 
time, attention, and money on traditions that exclude rather than include people. 
Many use the same word Jesus used on the Pharisees on churches: hypocrites. 
Such criticism might sting, but it can also wake us up so we pay attention to our 
traditions and our hearts.  

 Because there are plenty of ways we can embody with our actions, our 
minds, our souls and, yes, our hearts a love of God and neighbors. As I’ve 
mentioned before, we at Good Shepherd have our love of eating and feeding which 
is one beautiful and practical way we as a parish do this. We also have a group of 
knitters who use their love of knitting to embody their love of God and neighbors. 
And we have our choir who use their love of music to embody love of God and 
neighbors.  And while these are ministries we can and need to celebrate, we might 
also explore ways we might deepen and grow our gifts and ministries.  The start of 
a new school year certainly seems an appropriate time to engage in such reflection 
and study. 

Today as we celebrate the beginning of a new academic year, when many 
teachers and students begin again that process of learning, discovery, and growth 
we all might be inspired to remind ourselves of the heart of our parish and our 
relationship with God by re-reading our mission statement, or the history of how 
we came to be located on the OU campus and begin exploring how we might live 
deeper into our love of God and our neighbors, our OU neighbors and our Athens 
community neighbors. This doesn’t have to be dull work, it can be energizing to 
remember our mission and embrace the heart of the church. We might even 
discover new ways of living our traditions that can grow minds, souls and of course 
hearts. 

  


