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Mark 7:1-8, 14-15, 21-23 

When the Pharisees and some of the scribes who had come from Jerusalem gathered 

around him, they noticed that some of his disciples were eating with defiled hands, that is, 

without washing them. (For the Pharisees, and all the Jews, do not eat unless they thoroughly 

wash their hands, thus observing the tradition of the elders; 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.) 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?” 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; 

in vain do they worship me, 

teaching human precepts as doctrines.’ 

You abandon the commandment of God and hold to human tradition.” 

Then he called the crowd again and said to them, “Listen to me, all of you, and 

understand: there is nothing outside a person that by going in can defile, but the things that 

come out are what defile.” For it is from within, from the human heart, that evil intentions come: 

fornication, theft, murder, adultery, avarice, wickedness, deceit, licentiousness, envy, slander, 

pride, folly. All these evil things come from within, and they defile a person.” 

 

 

I was reminded this week about a Sunday some time ago when we were on vacation.  We 

were in St. Cloud, MN dropping Matthew off for his first year of college.  We got him moved in 

on Saturday and then on Sunday we, of course, went to check out the local Episcopal church.  

We wanted to get him hooked in, hoping that he would buck the normal college trend of students 

bailing on church.  And on that Sunday in August, the first Sunday of the new school year, we 

heard the same Gospel passage the we heard this morning.   

The Priest-in-Charge at St. John’s was a second career clergy, like me.   And like me, he 

encountered a sincere struggle in trying to discern whether he should leave his secular life and 

become a priest.  In his sermon that Sunday, John, that was the name of the priest in St. Cloud, 



reflected a bit on that struggle…how he prayed to God and listened carefully.  But the clear 

answer was not forth coming.  No fax, no email, no text.  He had a strong feeling of call, and he 

shared his frustration at a lack of a clear direction.   

One thing that John did was he went on a weekend retreat in order to, I assume, quiet the 

world, draw closer to God, and to seek out God’s wishes for him.  Unfortunately, even then, he 

told us, no clear answer came.  Finally, in the sermon he shared the conclusion of his story.  As I 

awaited excitedly for his witness to how God powerfully showed him his way to a priestly call, 

he told how, as he was driving and praying in his quiet car after the weekend, God spoke to him.  

He told how the voice of God, clearly, although not audibly, came to him in his car with the 

answer to his question, “Do you want me to be a priest?”  As John reported it, God, the Creator 

of the universe, the master of all that is good, the lover of souls and the source of all truth, 

reached down into the mind of this man and told him, and I quote, “I don’t care.”   

And that is where John lost me.  Essentially, he was saying that God told this man who 

was seeking diligently, even desperately, God’s desire for him and his life, that God told him he 

didn’t care.  Do what you want.  If you want to be a priest, be a priest.  If you don’t want to, then 

don’t.  Whatever you want to do is a-ok with me.  

You know this Sunday, like that Sunday, we have an interesting passage.  It is interesting 

because, I think, the important part of the message might very well be in what was not said.  If 

you will look at it again in your bulletin, you will see that our passage in Mark is broken up into 

segments.  There are parts that were left out.  Most would assume that the parts left out were 

probably just extraneous stuff.  After all, if it was important to how we hear and interpret the 

message, then certainly it would have been included, right?  Well, maybe.   

Looking at the passage as included in the lectionary, one way to look at what we heard is 

to say that God doesn’t care.  God doesn’t care about rules.  Rules are not his thing.  Rules are 

just requirements of men who are just giving lip service to their faith and to God.  All God wants 

is for our hearts to be in the right place.   

Now please understand that, in and of itself, for what Jesus is talking about, that is true.  

Take, for example, washing hands in a very specific way.  The hand washing rule called for 

people to start with their left and pour water over it three times and then when that was 

completed move to your right and repeat.  If you did it wrong, if you let the dirty hand touch the 

clean hand, then you can just start all over again.  And if you don’t, you can be sure that you will 

be answering to those in authority.    

But, Jesus was telling them that that is not what God intended.  God does not want us to 

invent man-made rules and traditions in order to rule over and control others, while only giving 

lip service to God and his desire for humanity.  And along with that, God does not want us to 

make things acceptable that are clearly not, with a smile and wink to the Almighty. 



This becomes more clear, if we hear the parts that were left out.  For example, Verse 9: 

“And then [Jesus] said to them, ‘You have a fine way of setting aside the commands of God in 

order to observe your own tradition.’”  In other words, you have a fine way of setting aside the 

structure that God has set up, and the way the world was intended to work, so you can observe 

the rules that you put in place.  It is not that there are not to be rules or that God simply doesn’t 

really care.  What seems to bother Jesus, to the point of calling the Pharisees hypocrites, is that 

they have replaced God’s rules with their rules, they have replaced God’s intention for life with 

their intension for life, in order to serve their needs and desires, and control the people.  They 

have elevated themselves above God. 

And then in our passage Jesus turns away from the Pharisees and turns to the people and 

tells them that it is not what goes into them that makes them unclean but rather what comes out.  

So, is Jesus trying to say to them is that it is not about what people choose to put into their lives, 

whatever that might be, that negatively affects and degrade their lives?  If they want to look at 

pornography, if they want to drink to excess, or fill themselves with drugs, so long as they attend 

church on Sunday, then no problem.  If they want to watch, as entertainment, 20 murders or 

violent acts each day on average in the movies and on TV or expand their definition of “love” to 

include a partner outside of their marriage or consume physical relations as a commodity to be 

used for their satisfaction, so long as they support the United Way, then Jesus would just fine 

with that too.   Afterall, it is not about what goes in but rather about what comes out, so put in 

whatever you want, just make sure you have time to pick up a few extra cans of soup for the food 

collection.   

But what does it say in the verses left out?  I love this part.  In verse 17, one of the left-

out verses, the disciples come to Jesus when they are alone and ask him to explain and he says, 

“What are you dull?”  OK, that is probably not one of the more common translation, but it is 

pretty accurate.  He tells them that nothing that goes into a person from the outside can make 

them unclean because it goes into the stomach instead of his heart and then out of his body.  It 

doesn’t stay in them.  But we need to recognize here that he is talking about food and the dietary 

regulations they put upon themselves.  He is not talking about spiritual things.  By implication he 

is telling them, and us, that while food goes into the stomach and passes through, there are things 

that come from the outside that do go into our hearts.  And these things that go into our hearts 

stay with us.  They change our hearts and when they come out later they come out from our 

changed hearts and they taint the hearts of others.  Evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, 

murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance, and folly.  These are 

the things that change the hearts of the world.  These are the things that destroy lives and mislead 

our neighbors.   

When I think back to John in St. Cloud I think that his message can be misleading at best 

and damaging at worst.  You see God does care.  He cares very deeply for each and every 

person.  Now he may not care that we wash our hands in a certain way and turn around three 

times and have a secret handshake.  He may not particularly care that we only eat certain foods 



and never wear clothes made with two different types of thread or fabric.  These are things in a 

different category.   

But I think that Jesus is clear, in the left-out verses, that there are rules and structures 

from God that transcend these types of things.  They transcend these things because not 

following them hurts us at a spiritual level, and through the damage they cause, hurt others in the 

same way.  They impact our hearts, and God cares about that.   

There are structures, there are rules, that further his plan and desire for the world, and 

substituting our ways for his ways keep the people he loves further from the life he has always 

intended for us.  And he cares about that.   

There are things that go into our lives, into our hearts, that damage us.  Those things 

don’t simply pass through us into the sewer.  They stay within us causing havoc and later they 

come out of us and damage others.   

And God cares deeply about that.  

Amen 

 


