
1 

 

“Wash Your Hands!” 
Salado UMC—Preaching Text: Mark 7:1-8, 14-15, 21-23 

14th Sunday after Pentecost: 29 August 2021 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

“Washing one’s hands of the conflict between the powerful and the powerless 
means to side with the powerful, not to be neutral” 

Paulo Freire (1921—1997). 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++   

Hear now the day’s lesson: 

 

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.”  

 

    [9] Then he said to them, "You have a fine way of rejecting the commandment of God in 

order to keep your tradition! [10] For Moses said, 'Honor your father and your mother'; 

and, 'Whoever speaks evil of father or mother must surely die.' [11] But you say that if 

anyone tells father or mother, 'Whatever support you might have had from me is Corban' 

(that is, an offering to God)—(12] then you no longer permit doing anything for a father or 

mother, [13] thus making void the word of God through your tradition that you have 

handed on. And you do many things like this." 
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    [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." [16]   

 

    [17] When he had left the crowd and entered the house, his disciples asked him about 

the parable. [18] He said to them, "Then do you also fail to understand? Do you not see 

that whatever goes into a person from outside cannot defile, [19] since it enters, not the 

heart but the stomach, and goes out into the sewer?" (Thus, he declared all foods clean.) 

[20] And he said, “It is what comes out of a person that defiles.” 

 

[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" (Mark 

7:1-8, 14-15, 21-23). 

 

Jesus’ talk about observing ritual law might be puzzling to those of us who are nearly 

twenty centuries removed from the issues that Jesus and the scribes and Pharisees argued 

about periodically. The specific issues in today’s lesson concern the hand washing and “also 

many other traditions that they observe, the washing of cups, pots, and bronze kettles.” To the 

religious authorities’ credit, these rituals were ways that the Israelite faith community 

differentiated themselves from outsiders. If a Jew ate in a prescribed ritualistic way, or 

worshipped on a certain day, or dressed in a peculiar way . . . then non-Jewish people instantly 

recognized that these persons were Jews. Thus, the issue of ritual was an important way to 

recognize people who belonged to the religious group that worshipped Yahweh. Today we can 

see a certain group of people dressed in a certain way and conclude instantly that they belong 

to a particular group. Examples of uniform dress might be nuns in their habits or a group of boy 

or girl scouts outfitted in their uniforms. When we see such people dressed in a certain way, 

then we instantly know who they are and to which group they belong. Group identity is often a 
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good thing. For Jews, following Hebrew ritual law was a way Jews revealed their identity. [Also, 

health matters may have been relevant]. 

Yet, by Jesus’ time, too many Jews had substituted outward faith rituals for faith itself. To 

some religious authorities, what one did was more important than why one participated in the 

rituals. The “why of the ritual” was what Jesus emphasized. This is no doubt why Jesus quoted 

to the religious authorities from their own prophet Isaiah: 

[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” (Isaiah 

29:13). 

 

In other words, Jesus tells the religious authorities that, although they may use the 

ritualistic actions and words correctly, something vital remains missing. That something, 

according to Jesus, is a heart that resonates with the ritual. 

 We all know of churches, or even been members of churches, a good deal too troubled 

about the outward appearance of things rather, than the passionate loving heart of the church. 

These faith communities intend that the budget line up just right. Or perhaps they strived for 

their church buildings be both impressive in size and spotless in appearance. These churches 

were pictures of perfect organization. Their committee structure on paper was a thing of 

beauty. Still, if one judged this church’s compassion, although they had suitably organized for 

all necessary systems of ministry, we notice their mission to and love for one another would 

come up short in the faith department. The essence of Christ’s message is that we should love 

one another as Christ has first loved us (1 John 4:19). This is the mark of a faithful church. Other 

administrative issues may be important, but the most vital of all our activity remains the love of 

Christ. This love burns deep in the heart and soul of faithful churches. This burning love is the 

beating heart of all faithful churches. 
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 The Pharisees worried about dirty hands, but Jesus had a different matter in mind. Jesus 

worried about dirty hearts. The Pharisees believed that people could solve personal and social 

problems by following rituals and the rules. According to Jesus, however, the basic problem 

with human beings is heart trouble. Laws and rules promoted by the Pharisees perhaps make 

us appear righteous on the outside, but they cannot change the heart where our authentic 

problems arise. 

 Faye Neff writes about a missionary who told her about an African village where the people 

suffered from chronic illness. The medical missionaries repeatedly treated the sick with 

medicine and antibiotics, but the villagers became sick again as soon as the treatments ended. 

Finally, the doctors discovered that the root of the problem was a contaminated well. No 

amount of medicine could cure the people as long as their well was unclean. Only when they 

dug a new well did the people return to health (Faye Neff, “The Heart’s Homecoming,” The 

Clergy Journal, Vol. LXXIII, No. 7, May/June 1997, p. 41.). 

 Last week I saw an odd announcement in a church newsletter. It said, “Blood pressure 

screenings August 17 after each worship service in the church office.” Perhaps it was a more 

theological announcement than most of the readers first realized! Amen. 

David Neil Mosser, SUMC, Salado, TX 76571 


