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What Church is For
A Festival of Harvests--Matthew 12:1-8


	What is church for?
	In many ways, that is the essential question underlying Jesus’ dispute with the Pharisees in today’s gospel reading.  What is the purpose of giving spirituality an institutional form with laws and teachings and stories recorded in a book, with rituals performed by specially trained people in specially dedicated buildings?  What end does this structuring of our relationship with the Divine serve?  And who gets to decide?
	Of course, Jesus and the Pharisees don’t address the question in quite that way.  For them the disagreement centers around one specific practice of their religion: the Sabbath, the day of rest commanded by God in the Bible.  So they argue about what the church is for by arguing about what the Sabbath is for.  
	Now, the Pharisees seem to view the Sabbath as a kind of testing ground for a person’s respect for God’s institutions and laws, and thus symbolically for God’s own self.  Primarily, then, the Sabbath exists to be obeyed.  It exists to reveal who is observant and who is not, who is holy and who is not.  It exists to create distinctions between people.  That’s why the Pharisees play “gotcha” with the disciples when they see them plucking and eating heads of grain on the Sabbath.  But this game of gotcha is more subtle and complicated than it might seem.  Jewish scholars tell us that this act of plucking grain fell into a legal gray area with regard to whether or not it was considered work.  Only the most strict and legalistic Jewish groups held that it broke the Sabbath.  So for our Pharisees, the argument isn’t simply about whether you are an observant Jew, it is about whether you are observant in the right kind of way.  It’s sort of like that joke about St. Peter up at the pearly gates in heaven, and up comes a Methodist, and Peter checks and says “Yes, you’re in the book.  The Methodists are second door on the left down the hall there, but just make sure you walk quietly past the first door.”  Then up comes a Presbyterian, and the same thing: Peter says “Fourth door on the right there, but just walk quietly past that first door on the left.”  Finally up comes a Lutherpalian, and Peter says, “Oh we have a special place for you right between the Lutherans and the Episcopalians, fifth door on the left down that hall, but please just walk quietly past the first door.”  And the Lutherpalian says, “That’s great.  But why am I supposed to walk quietly past the first door?”  St. Peter says, “Oh, that’s the door for the Baptists, and they think they’re the only ones up here.”
	Jesus sees the Sabbath, and the religious institution that it represents, somewhat differently.  He does not accept that the Sabbath has legal ultimacy in and of itself.  He points out that in the Hebrew Bible, King David and his companions break the law by going into the Temple and eating bread consecrated only for priests.  Why?  Because they are hungry.  Their hunger, their need, trumps the original, ritual purpose for which the bread has been prepared.  And this is a very pointed example given that in Jesus’ day the tax structure deprived common people of their land and starved them to death, while the Temple priests and other elites cozied up to Roman authorities and ate pretty well.  
	So for Jesus, there is a higher principle toward which the Sabbath, and thus the church, and thus God’s will is pointed.  That purpose has to do with human need and relationship.  Feeding the hungry.  Extending help to the vulnerable.  In Mark’s version of this story, Jesus makes the point by saying, “The Sabbath was made for humankind and not humankind for the Sabbath.”   In this version, he quotes the prophet Hosea’s message that God “desires mercy and not sacrifice,” meaning that interpersonal care and justice brings us closer to the purpose of God’s law than ritually sacrificing animals in the Temple in just the right way.  If you’d understood this, Jesus tells the Pharisees, “you would not have condemned the guiltless.”
	So that is the purpose of the church.  To provide mercy and not merely sacrifice.  To seek social justice in the world and not simply social connection in the church.  To feed, clothe, and care for those beyond our walls as well as to pray, worship, and seek God within them.  And I think it is worth remembering this as we gather today to mark the beginning of our program year.  We call this special service the Festival of Harvests, because it’s the traditional time for harvest festivals, and we want to highlight the many harvests that our ministries in the community are helping to reap.  The fresh food cultivated in our garden and donated to others; the cheap groceries offered through Angel Food Ministries; the feeding and providing done through Delonis Shelter, Saline Area Social Services, Habitat for Humanity, and Camp Take Notice; the public welcome and advocacy for our LGBTQ sisters and brothers; the fixing of homes in Appalachia—all these live out Jesus’s message that worship of God cannot be separated from love of neighbor.  So today, this hour, let us worship God, and then let us go back into the world and love our neighbor, because that’s what church is for.
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