“Open my eyes, that I may see w
- Psalm 119:18

‘The elites want form and order. Jesus
wants to stretch us’
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NEWS COMMENT INSPIRATION DEBATE

Luke 5:33-39 (New International Version)

T

he Pharisees are (yet again)
upset by Jesus and his
disciples – this time, because
of their lack of reverence for
tradition. The Pharisees know that Jesus
and John the Baptist are related, and
controversial. Yet John’s disciples fast
and pray – they observe some form of
tradition – and Jesus’ disciples seem
to spend their time looking for parties,
hanging out with the ‘wrong’ people.
Jesus’ disciples were just too cheerful!
During the US civil rights struggle,
demonstrations were accompanied by
concerts given by great musicians of
the era in support of the movement.
At some of the first racially integrated
concerts in the American south,
performances of soul and jazz music,
along with gospel music, provided
the soundtrack for social change. The
seriousness of the cause was often
supplemented with joyful music,
injecting joy into the struggle.
The Pharisees have a problem with
joy. Jesus has a problem with their
insistence on tradition as the base
currency of spirituality.
Jesus is not against tradition. But he
understood that some things were more
precious than holding on to the old way.
It has been said: ‘Tradition becomes
our security; and when the mind is
secure, it is in decay.’ In the musical
Fiddler on the Roof, Tevye says: ‘Without
our traditions, our lives would be as
shaky as a fiddler on a roof!’ And yet,
every now and then, our preconditioned
ideas, observations and opinions will be
shaken when we lose the passion which
made traditions so potent. The late 19th
century composer Gustav Mahler, who

Pictured: Protesters singing at the Civil Rights March
on Washington DC, 1963

‘Jesus’ disciples were
just too cheerful!’
tried to revolutionise music within
the rigid empires that employed him,
paraphrased Thomas More when he
wrote: ‘Tradition is not to preserve the
ashes but to pass on the flame.’
The New International Version of the
Bible has Jesus say (in Mark 2:22): ‘No
one pours new wine into old wineskins...
they pour new wine into new wineskins.’
Though today we might interpret the
word ‘new’ as meaning ‘never been used
before’, it could also mean ‘reconditioned’
or ‘new to you’. Greek scholars would
have grasped that nuance, as the two
words for ‘new’ being used here were
neos (meaning ‘brand new’) and kainos
(meaning ‘fresh’ or ‘repurposed’).
It turns out that the old wineskins
(bottles) being referred to in this passage
are damaged. Jesus describes the smart
wine enthusiast as pouring unfermented
wine – juice that has the potential to
become wine – into reconditioned
bottles. Why? (I’m so glad you asked!)
Because reconditioned vessels have been

stretched already. They’ve stood the test
of time, the wear and tear of times past,
and just a little repair after use will keep
them durable for yet more time.
Jesus wants to save the wine and the
vessel into which the wine goes. Criticise
if you want, but Jesus has disciples who
are not afraid to get into life. The elites
are concerned with form and order. Jesus
is concerned with stretching his friends
for the work ahead.
The great US preacher Gardner C
Taylor said: ‘One must get out of life and
into the Bible. But there are also times
when one must get out of the Bible
and into people’s lives.’ The same goes
for traditions. When the new things
of life that were supposed to make us
better don’t make us better, the best of
traditions can shift us back to the things
that truly matter. But clinging to what
is common can make us too rigid and
unable to see God, because we serve a
living God, and by that definition, God
is always on the move.
This tension is alive and well, isn’t
it? Older people wrestle with the new.
Young people wrestle with the old. Both
see the way in which what they are
revolting against has become a system,
and their preferred way as the ideal
way. But Jesus wants us to understand
that the old and the new can turn into
a system that makes us ill-equipped to
contain and sustain grace.
Like John Mayer’s song says: ‘I’m in
repair; I’m not together but I’m getting
there.’ We are all damaged vessels in
need of repair so that new wine can
be poured into us. Perhaps the great
application for our small denomination
in these broken, uncertain times is not
that we are part of the old guard, part
of the problem, on our way out. Perhaps
Jesus wants us to know that we are to be
vessels of grace. Stretched for durable
use. Created for times like these.
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William Young is Minister of Essenside
United Reformed Church in Glasgow,
and Morison Memorial URC in Clydebank,
West Dunbartonshire

As we carry out our work at
Christian Blind Mission, we
are constantly moved by the
astonishment and wonder on the
faces of children when the
bandages are removed and they get
their first clear look at their
smiling loved ones.
You can help this happen for more
children. Until 14th May 2019,
your donations to our See the Way
appeal will be doubled by the UK
government. So your gift could
help twice the number of children
See the Way to a brighter future.
The photo to the right shows
2-year-old Theo from Rwanda, East
Africa, who has cataracts that
leave him barely able to see.
But cataracts are straightforward
to treat. Surgery taking just 45
minutes could restore his sight.

1. The Pharisees, William Young tells us, dislike Jesus and his disciples for their ‘lack of
reverence for tradition’. To what extent should Christian practices like prayer and fasting be
revered? Are there church traditions that we could do without?
2. William’s second paragraph explains that US civil rights protesters used music to ‘inject
joy into the struggle’. Why might joy be useful in times of struggle? Are there examples from
your own life where the two have gone together?
3. William’s fourth and fifth paragraphs reference Jesus, an Indian philosopher (‘Tradition
becomes our security…’), Fiddler on the Roof and Mahler, presenting several views about
tradition. Which do you agree with? Why?
4. ‘You cannot make wedding guests fast while the bridegroom is with them,’ says Jesus in
the biblical text (verse 34). ‘The days will come when the bridegroom will be taken away
from them, and then they will fast in those days.’ How do you interpret Jesus’ comments?
5. Explaining why Jesus’ parable champions ‘new wineskins’, William argues that ‘Jesus is
concerned with stretching his friends for the work ahead.’ How can Christians be stretched
for service today?

For further reflection: ‘[Jesus] answered them: “And why do you break the commandment
of God for the sake of your tradition?”’ Matthew 15:3
Prayer: Father, we remember with thankfulness those who learned your ways in the past
and have passed them on to us. Help us, in the everchanging world where we live, to find
the paths today that follow your unchanging way. Amen.

To subscribe to Reform, visit bit.ly/rfmprint or call 01371 851 886.
To try the next three issues for £1, visit bit.ly/rfm341new.
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Chapter & verse – William Young (page 24)
Read Luke 5:33-39, followed by William Young’s article.
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our See the Way appeal.
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Every day, people in the world’s poorest pla
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‘... “No one pours new wine into old wineskins. ... No, new wine must be poured into
new wineskins.” ...’

As a fellow Christian, I want
to share with you how incredibly
powerful it is to witness a child
seeing for the first time, after
eye surgery.

We will send you an update on Theo’s surgery.
We’d love to keep you informed about our life-changing
support it by making a donation. By giving your email
below you give CBM UK consent to contact you using th
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Please return this form to: Freepost Plus RSKK-H
Oakington Business Park, Dry Drayton Road, Oak

Public donations will support CBM’s work preventing blindness and transf
to sight-saving eye-health services in Rwanda.

