Mercy – Sunday August 16th 2026
Matthew 15: (10-20) 21-28
Romans 11:1-2a, 29-32
Isaiah 56:1, 6-8
If I said to you that I was going to read a chapter of Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban to you, you would think that I had taken leave of my senses. I love the Harry Potter books and films, along with many other people that I know, but the book is the third book in a series of seven, and if I read a random chapter, you would not know what had come before, and unless you are familiar with the story you would have no idea where the story was going.  It can be like that with our lectionary readings. 
This morning we have a passage that is only part of the passage of teaching from which it comes. This can make it difficult to understand and also open to misinterpretation. The bigger section of teaching is entitled in different ways; for example, “that which defiles” or “the tradition of the elders”. The Message translation entitles it, “what pollutes your life”. We can immediately see that there may be trouble ahead, as Nat King Cole famously sings in his well-known song, let’s face the music and dance. 
Matthew is writing to the church of the day, a church that was an increasing mix of Jew and Gentile. Through his Gospel he is seeking to shape the identity of this diverse group of believers who are following Jesus.  Matthew is sharing the words and teaching of Jesus in a way that will guide this distinct community of people, just as we use the Bible to guide us today. 
Just before our reading this morning we have Pharisees and teachers of the law coming all the way from Jerusalem to challenge Jesus and the disciples about their religious practice, particularly around hand washing. If they walked in a straight line, it was 75 miles from Jerusalem to Gennesaret, where Jesus was with the disciples. They walked a long way to confront Jesus; it was clearly important to them to come and make the accusation. The Pharisees must have been very confident of the basis upon which they were challenging Jesus. 
The ten commandments say that people must honour their father and mother, which included looking after them in their old age. The Pharisees had made a tradition that allowed them to make a gift to the temple of an equivalent amount to that which they would have spent on their parents. This then meant that they had fulfilled their obligation under the commandment. In response Jesus challenges them about how they used their man-made rules and traditions to break the ten commandments. It was a long way for the Pharisees to come, only for Jesus to confront them and call them hypocrites. They might have appeared to be very pious but were actually undermining the whole point of the law. Fast forward to this morning’s readings. 
We tend to read our New Testament as if Israel was a gathered community, but the truth is that since the Diaspora it was a scattered community. Merriam-Webster defines the Diaspora, or dispersion, as “the settling of scattered colonies of Jews outside ancient Palestine after the Babylonian exile.” Both in exile and beyond some of them had maintained their religious beliefs and customs, others had not. 
Washing hands before meals for the sake of maintaining ritual purity was probably originally a custom of the Jews in the Diaspora. Pharisees were meticulous about washing hands and seemed unable to move beyond the practice to the heart of what it had been put in place to do as they sought to be God’s people in a foreign nation. Offending respected people like the Pharisees could create powerful social enemies as the Pharisees were very influential, particularly around Jerusalem. But they are not in Jerusalem, and Jesus tells them that those who do not build up God’s people will be pulled up by the roots. As a community of God here in Bonnington, and in the Saxon Shoreline Benefice, we are here to build up each other and to support and bring in others. 
The church at the time of Matthew was made up of people who had been born into, and brought up with, the Jewish tradition, both oral and written. It also now included others who were originally excluded because they did not follow the Jewish tradition. They might have been brought up in the Hebrew culture but not followed the Jewish tradition. 
What does this remind us of? The churches in our benefice are drawn from a range of Anglican traditions, from BCP to evangelical. Our churches also embrace Christians from a range of other church traditions, including free churches and Roman Catholics.  The challenge of mixing traditions is not new; it has been around since the time of Jesus. 
As we so often see, Jesus is more concerned with attitudes, motives, and intentions, than with outward shows of religion. What is in our hearts is far more important than being seen to do the right thing. The Pharisees were judging Jesus and his disciples because they were not washing their hands before they ate, but it is not up to us to judge others. In chapter seven Matthew records the words of Jesus, “Do not judge, or you too will be judged. 2 For in the same way you judge others, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you”. It is part of another section on Jesus’ teaching, which starts with the beatitudes. 
How do we show what is in our hearts? Jesus shows us time and again that caring for others, meeting their needs, as we recently saw in the feeding of the five thousand, and having compassion on those who are in need is paramount to following Him. The actions and attitudes of our hearts are more important that outward shows of faith. Coming together to worship God is one way in which we share our faith, but it is also an opportunity to get to know each other, and to care for each other. Reading our Bibles helps us to get to grips with what God is saying to us through His word, it is not just as an academic exercise. Understanding is key. 
Bless him, it is Peter who is once again the disciple who asks Jesus to explain what he is saying. I love Peter, if he doesn’t understand, he asks. When I was working, we used the phrase, “there is no such thing as a stupid question.” The person asking the question was very often voicing what others were thinking. Having the courage to admit that you do not understand is a strength. Peter is impulsive, Peter makes mistakes, Peter is frightened as we saw last week when he walked on water and then doubted. Peter, who denied Jesus three times, but it is Peter who is the rock on which Jesus chooses to build his church. Food for thought.
Interestingly lists of vices, as we have in our reading this morning, are common in ancient literature, but in naming the evil thoughts, two thirds of them are listed in the ten commandments. The same ten commandments in which hand washing is not listed. 
Are we Pharisees, or are we a Peter? Do we think that we have it all sorted, that we are right and everyone else is wrong, or do we question things, make mistakes, lose faith, but ultimately become the people on whom God will build his church? 
And then we have the Canaanite woman. She was persistent, like the Pharisees, but for a completely different reason. Isaiah talks about those who are foreigners and join themselves to the Lord, and our Roman reading reminds us that it is only when there is disobedience that mercy can be shown. 
As I spend time with each of the churches in our benefice, I completely accept that we have a range of churches who choose to do worship differently. I am happy to worship in the chosen style of each and every church, as are many others who attend worship in churches other than their own, particularly when we have a Benefice service. It is my role as Assistant Curate to support your chosen styles of worship, and it is out of respect for those who do not appreciate a different style of worship that I am making the Benefice service at St. Martin’s next week more traditional than our service would normally be. 
However, we are a Benefice, and just as it was when Matthew was writing his gospel, we are a diverse group of believers. It is also my role to encourage you to have mercy on each other and on all those whom we meet, as Jesus had mercy on the Canaanite woman whose faith in him healed her daughter. 
Amen
