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There is an intriguing legend known as The White Witch of Rosehall.  It is a tale of a beautiful woman named Annie Palmer who uses her unparalleled beauty to lure wealthy men to marry her.  Once married, Annie would find a way to convince her new husband to add her to his will, and then she would poison him.  She would continue to poison him even as she pretended to be nursing him back to health.  The man would die, leaving her his estate.  As a consequence she became quite wealthy.  She is known as the white witch because of her alluring outward appearance, and her thoroughly interior evil nature.

There are many things in life that are deceptively alluring.  Many are relatively harmless, while others can be quite harmful to us.  The allurement of winning at gambling, for example, is often enough for us to purchase a lottery ticket; and the bigger the prize, the greater the allurement.  Unchecked, chasing after success at gambling can become an addiction that overpowers us.


This can happen on a religious level too.  The Pharisees and scribes in our gospel story from Mark become so enamored with the allurement of a very literal interpretation of the Torah, leads them to devolve into legalism.  That is, they become addicted to the feeling of certainty that they get by heroically and successfully keeping the least insignificant letter of the Law.

Unfortunately, their addiction prevents them from seeing that the path to God is more than successfully keeping a set of external laws.  It blinds them from seeing that their moral success is actually keeping them separate from themselves, others and God.  Like the white witch, they successfully achieve their goal of wealth, but fail to realize that they have become evil… that is, isolated and self-sufficient.
Jesus offers – in today’s gospel story – a different perspective on our path to God.  He understands it as a way of life that comes forth from God sharing life with us.  It is an acceptance that God mercifully and freely gives us everything that we need to live life to the fullest.  Living this reality, Jesus says, undermines and transforms our addiction to success by freeing us to see the ways in which we fail… without condemning ourselves.
None of us completely live in the way that Jesus suggests.  We can, however, practice – with God’s help – seeing our failures… without judgment and with compassion.  Jesus is the best example that we have of someone who comes to see and embrace his human failings and freely receives God’s mercy.  He doesn’t cling to success.  Rather, he discovers that mercy frees us to see the common threat connecting us all.

The main difference – Jesus points out – is that our focus is less upon ourselves and our moral successes, and more upon knowing mercy and sharing mercy with others.  The mercy of God – we eventually realizes - flows through us transforming our selfish concern with success to a willingness to share mercy with others.  The emphasis upon succeeding morally – as a result – loses some of its importance, and we become more accepting of our moral failings because God’s mercy is most evident – if we have the eyes to see – when we fail morally.
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