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Pentecost 14, Proper 17 August 29, 2021 
St. Paul’s/Resurrección, Mount Vernon, WA Rev. Paul Moore 
 

Integrity 
 
The avocado is a deceptive fruit.  The essential flavor and texture of an avocado is 
unique.  The flavor, the smell, the texture, is like none other.  You just can’t make 
guacamole with anything else.  There are many different kinds of avocado, each with its 
flavor, texture, and relative size.  If they are green or black doesn't really matter.  To 
know if they are ripe you have to squeeze them.  If they're too squishy, they're stringy and 
full of brown spots!  If they are too hard, they are hard to open and can be a bit crunchy 
between the teeth!  When I pick one up at Safeway it's always a bit of a guess as to the 
integrity of the avocado. 
 
People aren't too different from avocados.  Being human is unique.  When I was a kid, I 
got compared to other animals a lot, especially monkeys, but those were only 
comparisons.  Nobody ever said, “You’re a monkey,” and meant it literally (at least I 
hope not.)  We know what it means to act like a human.  But like avocados, there are a lot 
of different kinds of people.  You really can't know the integrity of any one of us until 
you squeeze us, that is, you get up close and get to know us, listen to our stories, watch 
our actions, listen to our words—listen to our hearts.  Then you can begin to guess at the 
ways the inner reality is reflected in what you see on the outside.  And that includes 
ourselves as well. 
 
In today’s Gospel lesson, some Jews come to Jesus to ask him a question.  “Why don't 
your disciples wash their hands before they eat?”  The washing code is part of the Old 
Testament teaching of the law, and it had a purpose.  The people of Israel had been slaves 
in Egypt.  It didn't start that way.  Remember the story of Joseph being sold as a slave by 
his jealous brothers, and how he rose to power to become the second in command in all 
of Egypt, and how the whole family moved to Egypt.  But then, another Pharoah arose 
who did not remember Joseph.  Wanting to build great pyramids, he enslaved the 
foreigners and forced them to make bricks.  They were orphaned and widowed from their 
true identity. 
 
God heard their cries of anguish and raised up Moses as liberator.  It took 10 plagues to 
get Pharoah to let the people go.  For 40 years they wandered the desert on their way 
back to Canaan, and on the way, God gave them the Law.  The core of the law is really 
simple:  I am the God who brought you up out of slavery and made you a people.  
Therefore, be compassionate to the slave and the stranger, and treat your neighbor right, 
as I do you.  It's all designed to create an integrity between the inside and the outside, 
what the people have experienced of God, and how they live.  The laws about washing 
were more than hygiene.  They were a symbol of washing away that which does not tell 
their story, and of keeping to what does.  It was about the integrity of the nation. 
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But by Jesus' time a new Jewish leadership had forgotten those days.  They forgot the 
story of liberation.  They lost the link between the God they worshipped and who they 
were as people.  They forgot how to squeeze the avocados of their hearts. 
 
“Jesus, why don't your disciples wash like the Law tells us to?”  Jesus' answer is straight 
and direct.  “You set aside the commandment of God for the traditions of men.”  Washing 
laws are about integrity.  To have integrity, you must squeeze the avocado, guess at its 
ripeness, take it home and make guacamole. 
 
So how do you do that?  The Epistle lesson today talks about true religion.  True religion, 
that is, religion with integrity, is to care for the orphan and the widow.  The orphan and 
the widow are the marginalized, the ones society has thrown away.  On the wall in my 
office, I have a Tryptic given to me by a distant relative.  The center panel shows Mary 
holding Jesus.  Mary looks Hispanic; the child, Anglo.  On either side of her angels 
adore.  One looks Irish; the other looks Indigenous.  It represents for me that in the faith, 
the two worlds of Europe and the Americas can come together and make something 
positive and new.  But it has not always been that way.  Too many Indigenous people are 
orphaned from their world, widowed from a life of dignity and respect.  Too many 
Anglos have thought that Indigenous people are a problem to get rid of.  Too many 
Spaniards saw the Indians as a source of slave labor (sound familiar?)  The Hebrew story 
of liberation is our story.  The orphans and widows are our children and our mothers.  We 
care for orphans and widows, not because they are needy, but because they are family. 
 
True religion is to keep oneself unstained from the world.  The stains of the world are 
selfishness and egotism.  Beside the Tryptic is a simple metal cross of dark red and white.  
It is heavy, welded iron plate and heavy wire.  The figure on the cross is a simple long 
oval, a round head and arms and legs with no indication of what might be hands and feet.  
It was made for me by my oldest son, who knows how to weld.  It is a simple and pure 
offering of love, reminding us of God’s simple offering of love.  The world does not 
teach us to be that way.  It teaches us to love a self that is defined externally:  the 
possessions we have, the size of our bank account, the neighborhood we live in, the 
important people we hang out with, the power we have with people.  This is not really 
our true selves.  It is a false self that the world sells us, as if our souls were for sale.  We 
keep ourselves unstained by the world, not because the world is bad, but because we 
know our truest selves are defined internally, by the way we are like Jesus, loving our 
neighbors as the family they are. 
 
Who is family?  We are family.  We are two congregations in partnership.  Astronomers 
have discovered that there are places where two stars revolve around one another, 
clinging to one another by the power of their gravity, lending light and energy to one 
another while each one maintains its own integrity.  I like to think of these two 
congregations like that.  We may not speak one another's language very well, and we may 
not understand one another's cultures very well.  That could tempt us to put one another 
on the margins of our world, to make one another into orphans and widows.  But true 
religion is to care for the orphan and widow because we are family.  We are stars who 
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give one another light and energy.  We need to squeeze one another like avocados.  
That’s how we stay unstained from the world. 


