
1 

 

HANGING ON, LETTING GO, REACHING OUT 
Preached by 

Rev. Dr. Linda Even 
United Church of Fayetteville 

August 18, 2019 
 
For Reflection: 
“Although traditions matter – they are part of how faith communities pass on their shared understandings from one 
generation to the next – one must not confuse their importance with their immutability.  Changing a church tradition is not 
the same as changing a church doctrine.”           Stephen L. Carter 
 
Hebrew Scripture:  Zechariah 7:1-6    
7In the fourth year of King Darius, the word of the LORD came to Zechariah on the fourth day of the ninth month, which is 
Chislev. 2Now the people of Bethel had sent Sharezer and Regem-melech and their men, to entreat the favor of the LORD, 
3and to ask the priests of the house of the LORD of hosts and the prophets, “Should I mourn and practice abstinence in the 
fifth month, as I have done for so many years?” 4Then the word of the LORD of hosts came to me: 5Say to all the people of 
the land and the priests: When you fasted and lamented in the fifth month and in the seventh, for these seventy years, 
was it for me that you fasted? 6And when you eat and when you drink, do you not eat and drink only for yourselves? 
 
Gospel Lesson:  Mark 7:1-8 
The Gospel lesson this morning is found in Mark.   It records an exchange about how the faithful ought to behave, 
between Jesus and the religious leaders of his day. Let us listen for God's word. 
   
Now when the Pharisees and some of the scribes who had come from Jerusalem gathered around him, they noticed that 
some of his disciples were eating with defiled hands, that is without washing them.  (For the Pharisees and all the Jews, 
do not eat unless they thoroughly wash their hands, thus observing the tradition of the elders; and they do not eat 
anything from the market unless they wash it, and there are also many other traditions they observe, the washing of 
cups, pots and bronze kettles.)  So the Pharisees and scribes asked him, "Why do your disciples not live according to the 
tradition of the elders, but eat with defiled hands?"  He said to them, "Isaiah prophesied rightly about you hypocrites, as 
it is written, 
This people honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me; in vain do they worship me, teaching human 
precepts as doctrines."  You abandon the commandment of God and hold to human tradition."  
 

Sermon: Letting Go, Hanging On, Reaching Out    
 One of my favorite stories about tradition is this.  A little girl was the fourth living generation of women in her 
family. She watched her mother cook a ham for a family dinner. First, her mother cut off the end of the ham, then she 
studded it with cloves and coated it with a honey glaze.  Everyone oohed and aahed when it came to the table.  She 
asked, “Mommy, why do you cut the end off the ham?”  “Because that’s the way my mother and grandmother did it,” 
came the reply.  When her great grandmother arrived for the meal, the little girl asked, “Great-grammom, why did you 
cut the end off the ham?”  “Because I never had a pan big enough for the whole ham.” 
 We smile when it’s someone else’s tradition, yet we all have rituals of gift giving, holiday celebrations, family 
meals, arguing, making up, saying hello or goodbye, worshiping and being church.  We may or may not know why we do 
what we do, yet when we don’t carry out our rituals, we feel incomplete.  Traditions are important.  They give us a sense 
of being connected with the past, and when we hand them on, the assurance that we will be remembered in the future.  
They give us something to hang onto in uncertain times.  
 Conversations about tradition and its alter ego, change, inhabit our daily living and they are complex 
conversations. The Journal of American Demographics report on US Americans’ attitudes toward change was called, 
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“Change is Good Unless It Happens.”  We have a paradoxical relationship with tradition.  On one hand, our country was 
settled by those leaving the Old World for the New.  It is part of our national character to see ourselves as free of the 
past – wherever possible trading tradition for new opportunities, new dreams, new ways of living.  We often suspect that 
people who are unwilling to surrender traditions are lacking creativity or spontaneity, have too many rules, or are 
inflexible. 
 On the other hand, we are all part of changing households – people living far from parents or siblings, parents 
aging, children moving out, moving back in, marrying, people divorcing, re-marrying or not, and partnering in households 
of all shapes and sizes – blessings and challenges all.  We wonder how to balance sports, school, work and travel 
schedules, sorting out holidays and who is with whom when, while providing children and ourselves with the anchors of 
faith we had or never had in our own childhood.  We wonder how to meaningfully carry our faith through the week. In a 
world that changes by the minute, in many ways out of our control, there is a temptation to hold tight to what we can 
control – to keep our identity by clinging to our traditions --  whether they fit our lives now or not.   And our church lives 
change daily with all the ones in our personal lives.  
 There is a great temptation to make the church that bastion of tradition that the rest of the world is not.  Yet the 
same complex attitude toward change we see in our culture is also part of our faith tradition.  Our name – “protestant” – 
refers to the protests against the practices of an earlier church.  It’s important to remember the reformers were not 
trying to change for change’s sake, but rather trying to reclaim knowledge of God and faith experience for the whole 
people of God in their time and place. In my research for this sermon, I laughed when I read John Calvin’s complaint that 
the Roman Catholic Church was always inventing new worship.   
 As this morning’s texts reveal, such questions and struggles were not new, even in the 16th century.  In the 
Hebrew Scripture story the people asked, “The world is changing.  Shall we change too?”  In the Gospel Reading, the 
people said, “The world is changing.  We shall not.”  The Jewish rituals of diet and cleanliness, extensive as they were, 
were not created to restrict life.  The rules developed as Jews, carried away by conquering armies, moved among people 
of other beliefs and practices, and it became easier for them to assimilate into other cultures and religions.  The rituals 
meant that every pot washed, every meal shared, every prayer prayed, reminded them that they were Jews, the chosen 
people of an ever-faithful God.  The Pharisees were not afraid of dirty dishes or communicable diseases.  They were 
afraid the people who would forget who they were. 
 There is nothing wrong and there is much that is good with hanging on to traditions.  As long as we know what 
they mean, they offer us a rich and secure identity as the people of God.  When we forget their meanings, we run the risk 
of becoming traditional, rather than celebrating traditions.  What's the difference?  Church historian Jaroslav Pelokan 
said traditionalism is "the dead faith of the living" while tradition is "the living faith of the dead."  It’s the Pharisees’ 
traditionalism, not tradition, to which Jesus was objecting.  Traditionalism results from doing something by rote without 
considering what we do or why.  Traditionalism comes from doing what we have always done, even when it doesn’t have 
meaning for our lives or serves more to sap our energy, generate frustration and anger with those who don't or can't do 
church the way we always did.   
 As it was in the Pharisees’ time, so it is in ours.  It’s tempting to cling with the death grip of fear to rituals of our 
childhood, and wonder why church can’t do things “the way it used to.”  Preacher and church visionary, Len Sweet, says 
that is a temptation to become a “museum church of American culture in the 1950's in the same way the Amish are a 
museum church of 18th century Western European life.”  
 Just as a child needs to learn to walk without clinging to furniture or holding a parent’s hand, just as a child won't 
learn to ride a bike if a parent never lets go of the rear fender, in all of life, at all ages, we need to find a balance between 
holding on and letting go. If this congregation is reflective of the world around us (and it is), more than 40% are single, 
widowed, divorced or single parents; people are retiring earlier and living longer; more than half the women, and 85% of 
the men work outside the home; we have more discretionary money than previous generations; fewer of us than ever 
before, myself included, grew up in this or any other church. The church can’t do things the way it used to because we 
are not the people we used to be.   
 As the Board considers our vision for the future, incorporates the ideas of the congregation and plans for days 
ahead, their task is not an easy one as they sort out decisions about how we spend our money, how we do education, 
how we staff for our needs, what worship and mission traditions we hang on to, and which ones we let go for the sake 
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our life in the world in this time and this place.  For all of us, that means not just story-telling about the past, but 
education about the realities of the present and new models of ministry for a new day.   
  Because I am aware that in the church, after “evangelism,” “change” is the second scariest word, please here 
what I am saying. Tradition is good.  Change is a fact of life.  Tradition at its best provides us with something to hang on 
to, with a sense of history and a sense of belonging.  Tradition’s value is limited to those who understand it and find it 
has power for their life today. We also need to acknowledge that traditions, no matter how carefully we preserve them, 
always bear the marks of their human handling over the ages – each generation leaves its fingerprints on practice.  
Traditions can and ought to be consciously modified to changing situations if they are to retain their power and meaning. 
It is only then  that we can choose to keep them or let them go – to know if they glorify God, enrich and empower us as a 
people of faith, merely comfort us –  or none of the above.  The painful truth for all of us is holding on to the past with 
two hands, clinging tightly to what has gone before, and refusing to let go only means our capacity for action is 
unbalanced and we have no hand free to reach out to new people and a new way of life.    
 Grounded in regular worship, enlivened by participation in the life of the community, and informed with 
education for all ages, together we can articulate what our spiritual and ethical values are as they grow out of our vision 
statement.   In light of that self-understanding, we can begin to answer the difficult questions of living in a changing 
world.  As a people of faith, we are called to seek balance between the value of tradition and response to God who is 
always doing a new thing.  We need not live the rootless life of those without history and tradition. Nor do we need to 
live in fear of change in the present and an unknown future.  Knowing who we are and whose we are gives us the power 
to travel securely in a world of change, reaching out to all whose lives Jesus would have us touch. We have not, we do 
not and we never will travel alone into the future.  We are kept company by our God in Christ who was and is and always 
shall be.   
Let us pray: 
Steadfast God: You are with your people in every age. You give us tradition so that we might remember who we are. You 
give us the Spirit that we might see who we might yet become. When we are afraid, give us a sense of your presence.  
Where we are lost, guide us.  Give us wisdom to discern the difference among those things which would bind us too 
tightly, those which would lead us closer to you, and those which would cause us to go astray.  Grant us courage to make 
mistakes, heal us when we do, and lead us ever onward toward you.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen. 
 
Prayer for Others and Ourselves 
Healing God: We come together, comforted by the knowledge that we are indeed your people.  Yet it is a knowledge that 
needs daily and weekly refreshing from your word, from the signs and symbols of our faith, and from the connections 
with all those you have called to be your family in this place. 
 
In the complicated and busy days of our lives, we are glad for the simple pleasures of our days – smiles of greeting, hugs 
of welcome, kind words, gentle deeds, and shared meals.  We take this moment to thank you, not only for these things, 
but that you have created us to enjoy them. 
... 
 
In the overlapping layers of responsibility for family, friends, church, community, and schools, and all the communities of 
need where we are a part, we often finds ourselves lost and without focus, as we seek to care for those around us.  In 
this moment, help us to find our center and you at its core. 
... 
 
Knowing that you are with us, gifting us and blessing us, soothing us and guiding us with your Spirit, we go forward in 
faith and trust.  Help us to enjoy our days, and give us peace in the night, so that as your son’s hands and feet and heart 
in the world, we might go on loving and healing as you have loved and healed us.   
 
For we ask it in Christ’s name, who taught us to pray... 
The Lord's Prayer 


