
Mark 2

18Now John's disciples and the Pharisees were fasting. Some people came and asked Jesus, "How is it that John's disciples and the disciples of the Pharisees are fasting, but yours are not?"

 19Jesus answered, "How can the guests of the bridegroom fast while he is with them? They cannot, so long as they have him with them. 20But the time will come when the bridegroom will be taken from them, and on that day they will fast.

 21"No one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment. If he does, the new piece will pull away from the old, making the tear worse. 22And no one pours new wine into old wineskins. If he does, the wine will burst the skins, and both the wine and the wineskins will be ruined. No, he pours new wine into new wineskins."

Last week (1/3) Brian Houseman, a pastor from Boston Vineyard, gave a great talk on this same passage (http://rivernyc.org/sunday/archive/).  I wanted to revisit this passage for this week’s reflection guide, since it seems so relevant to our new series, “Urban Faith: a fresh look on ancient truths”.  

The passage starts with the Pharisees, the religious authority of that time, asking Jesus why Jesus and His disciples don’t fast as John the Baptist’s disciples do.  As Brian explained in his talk, the fasting was one of the major ways in which the Pharisees showed their devotion and holiness to God.  The Old Testament law talks about fasting as something good.  So why is Jesus not fasting?  

Jesus’ answer is interesting.  He doesn’t say that fasting is bad.  But he says that they now live in different times.  This is the time to celebrate not to fast, which often was done out of mourning or repentance.  In using the parable of the bridegroom, Jesus seems to be gently introducing the idea that there are different seasons in God’s time.   

The parable of new wineskin also encourages the people to expect something new, something different.  When new things or experiences come, it can be unhelpful to try to understand them with an old paradigm.

Through these parables, it seems that Jesus is not saying that the old paradigm was wrong, but that it is incomplete.  The old ways worked well in the old times, but we should not assume that there is only one way to approach life. 

This reminds me of something I learned in an anthropology course.  It was about the ways we perceive and understand reality.  The following is the summary of it (Anthropology for Christian Witness by Charles H. Kraft).  

1. Direct Realism believes the objective reality (R) exists and my perception of reality (r) equals the absolute reality because I see R clearly and completely.  

2. Absolute Relativism believes that only the perceptual reality (r) exists.  Everything is relative. 

3. Mediated Realism believes that both the absolute reality (R) and perceptual reality (r) exist and are to be taken seriously.  I only understand R through my picture of it (r).  I need to constantly compare my (r) with other understandings or (R) and adjust it to more adequately approximate (R).

In this encounter between Jesus and the Pharisees, perhaps Jesus was talking about something like the mediated realism.  He reminds us that God’s Reality is bigger than our existence and our own understanding of it.  There will come a time when our understanding of reality will be challenged by God.  Are we humble enough to be open to changes?  Are we wise enough to examine the new version of  (r) carefully?  My prayer is that God would speak to me in those times and that I will recognize His voice.  

Some questions that might help you reflect further:

1. Jesus contrasts two different pictures of faith in his parable: fasting (perhaps symbolizing mourning or repenting) and celebration.  Am I more comfortable with one or the other of them?   How so?

2. Fasting is a solitary act.  Celebration is relational.  How do I feel about faith being ultimately about relationship? 

3. Pray to God for humility and wisdom that I may be willing to be challenged in my reality.

