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At my last church 
 There was an elder,  
  Who was rather notorious  

for the demands he made on visitors. 
 
He would turn around to ‘Shush’ 
 Those who were chatting in the pews 
  Before the service. 
 
And at least once 
 He was observed ushering a young person 

Not into, but out of the sanctuary. 
 
He felt that young man 
 Was rather under-dressed and invited him 
  To go home and find something  
   More appropriate to wear at the church. 
 
No the young man wasn’t wearing a bathing suit 
 Or pants with holes in them. 
  He just wasn’t wearing a jacket, a sports coat.  
 
You may feel, as I do 
 That there is value in wearing your ‘Sunday best’. 
  But most of us would agree that his behavior 
   Was inappropriate. 
While trying to uphold certain customs regarding dress 
 He failed to clothe himself in the virtues of charity and kindness. 
  And with that show of hospitality  (or lack thereof). 
 
You can bet that the young man never returned. 
 

In today’s lesson Jesus is at the height of his ministry: 
 “Jesus was wildly popular in the rural areas  

among the common people.  
 
No sooner did he get out of a boat  

than people recognised him and started running about,  
gathering the sick on mats  

and bringing them to him  
 
and begging him for permission  

to touch the fringe of his garment. 
 
These people were desperately seeking Jesus…”i 
 
But in today’s reading 
 We hear that this popularity  
  Is also drawing the attention of the religious leaders. 
    
Some Pharisees along with some scribes from Jerusalem 
 Have come out to investigate the commotion 
  And to observe the ministry of Jesus. 
 
They have less enthusiasm than the crowds 
 And are quick to observe 
  Jesus’ disciples’ shortcomings. 
In particular, their failure 
 To wash their hands before meals. 
   
What’s important for us to know, 
 Is that for the Pharisees, 
  This wasn’t just an issue of hygiene. 
 
As one commentator notes: 
 Israel's religion included many laws  

concerning ritual purity or holiness… 
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[While] There was no biblical law 

about washing hands before eating…  
there was a requirement that priests  

wash [their] hands and feet  
before ministering at the altar. 

 
This was understood to include washing hands  

before eating holy meat from the sacrifices.  
 
The Pharisees took seriously the command of Exodus 19:6, 

 "You shall be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation."  
 
They argued that this meant  

that all Israelites should be as holy as priests,  
and that consequently all Jews  

should wash their hands before eating.”ii 
 
When the Pharisees and scribes notice 
 That the disciples aren’t keeping with  
  these ritual washings, 

they raise a stink and complain to Jesus: 
 

“Why do your disciples flout the rules,  
showing up at meals without washing their hands?”iii 

 
Interestingly enough, 

Jesus does not immediately answer their question 
  But attacks their religious observance. 
 
Quoting Isaiah he describes the Pharisees 
 As having a fine religious veneer 
  And yet being inauthentic… frauds. 
 
Here’s how Peterson recounts it: 
 
“These people make a big show of saying the right thing, 

   but their heart isn’t in it. 
They act like they are worshiping me, 

    but they don’t mean it. 
 

They just use me as a cover 
for teaching whatever suits their fancy, 

Ditching God’s command 
and taking up the latest fads.”iv 

 
Sounds like an over-reaction. 
 I’m sure the Pharisees were stunned 
  When Jesus unloads both barrels. 
And yet when you think about 
 They really had it coming. 
 
Just consider the situation: 
 Jesus’ disciples have given up careers, families, homes 
  To share in his ministry. 
 
They have been living out of their sleeping bags 
 Working tirelessly 
  Caring for all sorts of needy people. 
 
Now some self-important religious folks 
 Make a trip down from the city. 
  They see Jesus’ work but refuse to recognise 
   All that has been accomplished. 
 
All they can do is criticise 

The overlooking of their traditions. 
   
They are blind. 

They focus on the minutiae 
 And miss what is really important. 

   …For this their condemnation is well-deserved. 
 
But Jesus doesn’t just use this situation 
 As an opportunity to correct some misdirected teachers.  

Jesus uses their actions 
as an opportunity to teach. 

 
Jesus explains to the crowds 

that it’s not food that contaminates you, 
  it’s not food that makes you unfit for God’s service. 
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It’s not those things outside us 
 Our dirty palms or grubby fingers that pollute. 
  
The greatest troubles he declares, 

originate within us. 
 The greatest troubles come from the heart. 

 
Of this the Pharisees provide the perfect illustration. 
 They keep all the rules about food 
  They parade their clean hands 
   And inspect everyone else’s fingernails. 
 
And yet despite their achievements 

Despite all that religiosity 
 They can’t hide the fact 

That they are driven 
That they are afflicted by envy and pride. 

 
PAUSE… 
 
It’s easy to look at those Pharisees 
 And dismiss them for their words and their behavior. 
  And yet if we sit with this story  
   We start seeing that well 
    There’s a little bit of Pharisee 
     In each of us. 
Most of us are pretty good with the religious externals: 
 
Regular attendance at worship? Check. 
 Callouses from service? Check. 
  Abstention from excesses?  

A big golden star. 
 
Unlike the Pharisees 
 We may be careful about what we say to others. 
  We may be quicker to listen  
   And slower to speak. 
 
 
 

And yet when the judgements slip out, 
 And they do, 
  They reveal a disorder 

Not so deep below the surface. 
 
And when Jesus speak to us: 
 Well he strips away the veneers  
  And tears down the fabrications— 
   All the ‘papering over the cracks’. 
 
We are forced to look in the mirror 
 And confront those heart problems 

That have been simmering beneath the surface: 
Ugly things like envy and greed and lust. 

 
So what do we do? 
 Jesus offers a diagnosis. 
  But this passage at least 

offers no therapy, no treatment plan. 
So what do we do? 
 
We can pull up ourselves by our own bootstraps. 
 We can dig deeper and try harder. 
 
Of course this way doesn’t sound encouraging. 
 Those religious leaders had all the training and incentives 
  But they never made the standard. 
   Elsewhere Jesus calls them ‘white-washed tombs’. 
 
We can yank on those bootstraps. 
 And we can kick the boots off and pout in the corner.    
  But giving up doesn’t seem like an acceptable option. 
   Jesus didn’t coddle those leaders for their failures; 

He challenged them. 
 

Of course there is another option. 
 Thankfully, there is another option. 
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We can come to Jesus  
 not as the self-assured and self-righteous 
  People we pretend to be 

but as the sinful, broken, afflicted people 
    We really are. 
 
Remember why the country-folk flocked to Jesus? 
 He welcomed them in their brokenness 
  He welcome them in their brokenness 

and he healed them. 

i Stephen W. Ramp “Mark 7:1-8, 14-15, 21-23; Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost, 
Year B” The Lectionary Commentary: the Gospels 223 
ii Douglas R.A. Hare “Mark 7:1-8, 14-15, 21-23; Exegetical Perspective” Feasting on 
the Word: Preaching the Revised Common Lectionary - Feasting on the Word – Year 
B, Volume 4: Season After Pentecost 2 (Propers 17-Reign of Christ). 

When we come to Jesus 
In our neediness 

he will begin a wonderful act of re-creation. 
 
When we come to Jesus in humility 

He will transform our whole being, 
  Even our hearts. 
 
Amen. 

iii Mark 7:5 MSG 
iv Quoting Isaiah 29:13, Mark 7:6-8 MSG  

                                                           


