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Journeying through the Revised Common Lectionary 
Readings, Commentary, and Discussion Questions for September 2, 2018 

Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost, Proper 17 

 

 
 

THE READINGS 
First Reading: Song of Solomon 2:8-13 Alternate: Deuteronomy 4:1-2, 6-9 
8 The voice of my beloved!  

Look, he comes,  
leaping upon the mountains,  

bounding over the hills.  
9 My beloved is like a gazelle  

or a young stag.  
Look, there he stands  

behind our wall,  
gazing in at the windows,  

looking through the lattice.  
10 My beloved speaks and says to me:  
“Arise, my love, my fair one,  

and come away;  
11 for now the winter is past,  

the rain is over and gone.  
12 The flowers appear on the earth;  

the time of singing has come,  
and the voice of the turtledove  

is heard in our land.  
13 The fig tree puts forth its figs,  

and the vines are in blossom;  
they give forth fragrance.  

Arise, my love, my fair one,  
and come away.”  
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Worth Noting: The Lectionary includes only this section from the Song of Solomon (aka “Canticle 
of Canticles” and “Song of Songs”). We have weeks of David but only six verses from the greatest 
love poetry in the Bible! Complain to your local bishop!  
Early Church writers devoted more time to the Song of Solomon than to any other Old Testament 
text. Just based on this selection, why would they have done so? Was their time well spent? 

 
Psalm 45:1-2, 6-9 Alternate Psalm 15 
1 My heart overflows with a goodly theme;  

I address my verses to the king;  
my tongue is like the pen of a ready scribe.  

 
2 You are the most handsome of men;  

grace is poured upon your lips;  
therefore God has blessed you forever. . .  

 

6 Your throne, O God, endures forever and ever.  
Your royal scepter is a scepter of equity;  
7 you love righteousness and hate wickedness.  

Therefore God, your God, has anointed you  
with the oil of gladness beyond your companions;  
8 your robes are all fragrant with myrrh and aloes and cassia.  

From ivory palaces stringed instruments make you glad;  
9 daughters of kings are among your ladies of honor;  
at your right hand stands the queen in gold of Ophir.  

Worth Noting: Psalm 45 is the only royal wedding song in the Old Testament. Readers find it 
troubling as the praises to the king are usually reserved to God alone. In verse 6, in particular, the 
Hebrew and English raise the question of whether the poet is addressing the king as God. Today we 
rarely think of politicians as sharing in the divine. How should we? 

 
Second Reading: James 1:17-27 

17 Every generous act of giving, with every perfect gift, is from above, coming down 
from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change. 18 In 
fulfillment of his own purpose he gave us birth by the word of truth, so that we would 
become a kind of first fruits of his creatures.  

19 You must understand this, my beloved: let everyone be quick to listen, slow to 
speak, slow to anger; 20 for your anger does not produce God's righteousness. 21 Therefore rid 
yourselves of all sordidness and rank growth of wickedness, and welcome with meekness the 
implanted word that has the power to save your souls.  

22 But be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive themselves. 23 For if 
any are hearers of the word and not doers, they are like those who look at themselves in a 
mirror; 24 for they look at themselves and, on going away, immediately forget what they were 
like. 25 But those who look into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and persevere, being not 
hearers who forget but doers who act-- they will be blessed in their doing.  
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26 If any think they are religious, and do not bridle their tongues but deceive their 
hearts, their religion is worthless. 27 Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the 
Father, is this: to care for orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself 
unstained by the world. 

Worth Noting: God gave us birth by the word of truth and the word implanted in us gives us the 
power to save our souls (James 1:18, 20). Does your community share this pretty exalted view of 
human nature? Do you see yourself and others implanted with the word of truth? 

 
Gospel: Mark 7:1-8, 14-15, 21-23 

1 Now when the Pharisees and 
some of the scribes who had come 
from Jerusalem gathered around 
him, 2 they noticed that some of his 
disciples were eating with defiled 
hands, that is, without washing 
them.

3 (For the Pharisees, and all the Jews, do not eat unless they thoroughly wash their hands, 
thus observing the tradition of the elders; 4 and they do not eat anything from the market 
unless they wash it; and there are also many other traditions that they observe, the washing 
of cups, pots, and bronze kettles.) 5 So the Pharisees and the scribes asked him, “Why do 
your disciples not live according to the tradition of the elders, but eat with defiled hands?” 

6 He said to them, “Isaiah prophesied rightly about you hypocrites, as it is written, 
‘This people honors me with their lips,  

but their hearts are far from me;  
7 in vain do they worship me,  

teaching human precepts as doctrines.’  
8 You abandon the commandment of God and hold to human tradition.” . . . 

14 Then he called the crowd again and said to them, “Listen to me, all of you, and 
understand: 15 there is nothing outside a person that by going in can defile, but the things that 
come out are what defile. . . . 21 For it is from within, from the human heart, that evil 
intentions come: fornication, theft, murder, 22 adultery, avarice, wickedness, deceit, 
licentiousness, envy, slander, pride, folly. 23 All these evil things come from within, and they 
defile a person.” 

Worth Noting: Is Jesus’ teaching here in accord with modern thought? If we are what we eat, then 
doesn’t what we eat count? More generally, won’t what we do – fasting, praying, giving generously of 
time, talent, and treasure – color our attitudes towards the world? In other words, isn’t “Fake it 
until you make it!” a motto to live by? 

 
CONNECTING WITH THE SCRIPTURES 

Introduction to the Letter of James 
The Letter of James probably was never a letter, and its traditional ascription to James the brother of 

Jesus has been seriously challenged for the last 500 years. In form, it is Christian Wisdom literature, a call to 
a way of life, of service to the community and to the world. The first verse is generally punctuated as “James, a 
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servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ. To the twelve tribe in the dispersion, greetings.” It must be 
remembered that the original Greek would have no punctuation and the entire letter written in capital letters 
without spaces between letters so that the writer could as easily have been calling himself a slave of God to or 
for the service of the twelve tribes in the dispersion.  
 While scholars wrestle with many aspects of the letter, a consensus accepts that the essay is written to 
a Christian community with a strong Jewish heritage. A concern for the poor and a low regard for the wealthy 
(for James, the rich apparently accumulated assets at the expense of the poor) mark this sensibility. The 
Gospel of Mark dramatically prefigures James in the account of the Rich Young Man (Mark 10:17-31).  
 Any brief summary of James must comment on Martin Luther’s expressed judgment that it is a 
“gospel of straw.” Luther read James as advocating a works-righteousness source of salvation rather than 
seeing salvation by faith alone. The Lectionary’s selection next week from James concludes with the verse “So 
faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead” (James 2:17). While Luther himself protested, even some of his 
staunchest followers affirmed the wisdom in James. Jesus Christ himself lived perfect faith-fulness to God in a 
life of service to all of humanity. 

 
Entering into the Scriptures 

The passage from Mark is usually classed a controversy story: Religious and political 
leaders confront Jesus in a hostile manner. We should note that any hostility comes not from 
the original question to Jesus, on the surface a not unreasonable request for Jesus’ thinking 
on a then controversial subject. At the time of Jesus, contrary to Mark, it was not true that 
every Jew followed the strictest purity laws. The laws were originally given in the Torah for 
the priests and others engaged in sacrifice in the Temple. Most Jews in the course of their 
ordinary lives outside the Temple, and they may well have been impure most of the time 
with little or no concern. Before participating in a sacrifice, of course they would be sure to 
cleanse themselves. 

Some groups of Jews did practice strict purity laws in their ordinary life. If the 
Pharisees and scribes cited in Mark were among them, they might well ask “What’s your take 
on the application of purity laws to everyday life?” In this case, they were expanding the 
scope of Torah to include more people, the same practice Matthew remembers Jesus doing 
(“You have head it said . . . but I say to you . . .” Matthew 5:21-22, 26-27, 33-34 38-39, 43-
44). (In fact, it’s hard to see why Jesus would not want his disciples to wash their hands 
before they eat.) Moreover, what law says that if one group is commanded to do something 
others cannot do it too? Yet Jesus claims they ignore the Law in favor of human tradition.  

Given all of this, why did this teaching make it into the Gospel? Purity practices such 
as these were an issue not only for Jews in the time of Jesus, they were also a major issue for 
the early Church that struggled with the question “If Jesus was a good Jew, why shouldn’t 
his followers take on all the Jewish practices Jesus adopted?” Since it was so relevant for the 
early Church, many readers suggest that the whole story was constructed by the early Church 
to give authority to the emerging practices of Gentiles (non-Jews) disregarding certain Jewish 
purity regulations, most importantly those involving what one might eat.  

 
“Shhhhhhh! I’m Praying!” 

 The readings from both Mark and James warn against over reliance on formal rules 
and worship to grow spiritually. They encourage us to develop rich worship services that do 
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not become ends in themselves but while nourishing our spirits also point us to a life of 
caring “for the orphan and the widow in distress.”  

Along with these readings, the Lectionary offers the love poetry of the Song of 
Solomon. The juxtaposition is serendipitous. The lovers in this poem are wildly, 
extravagantly, deeply in love. They remind us of what deep human relationships look like. 
They encourage us to express in our lives, in our worship service, that same exuberant love 
and ardor. They point to contemporary courageous lovers like Doctors without Borders. 
They remind us of what love looks like in the ancient and modern world. 

 
Questions for Discussion 

Well, should we be concerned about purity practices in our lives? We know the 
benefits of handwashing, for sure. Could avoiding gossip and scurrilous online 
postings be included? Do they defile us?  
 
Does the music of your worshipping community call you to a life of caring for the 
orphan and the widow and the stranger in our midst? 
 
“Go! You are sent forth,” a traditional conclusion to worship. Where does your 
community go? Where does your community send you? 
 

 
Dennis Haugh has enjoyed working with adult seekers for over 20 years. He aims 
to promote engagement with and reflection on the Scriptures. To hone his skills 
and burnish his credentials, he earned his PhD in Biblical Studies in the University 
of Denver/Iliff School of Theology joint program.  He appreciates any 
correspondence: dennishaugh2011@gmail.com. 

 
Unless expressly stated otherwise, all quotations from Scripture are taken from the New Revised Standard Version, © 1989, Division of 
Christian Education of the National Council of Churches of Christ in the U.S.A. 
Permission to publish the Song of Solomon cycle study (1923) by Egon Tschirch (1899-1948) without constraint has been granted by the 
current copyright holder.  
Journeying through the Revised Common Lectionary © 2018 Dennis Haugh. Recent postings may be accessed at 
https://www.sttims.net/journeying-through-the-lectionary/. 

 
 

 
 

 


