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 Now when the Pharisees and some of the scribes who 
had come from Jerusalem gathered around Jesus, they 
noticed that some of the disciples were eating with defiled 
hands, that is, without washing them.  (For the Pharisees, 
and all the Jews, don’t eat unless they thoroughly wash 
their hands, thus observing the tradition of the elders.  
And they don’t 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 Jesus, “Why 
do your disciples not live according to the tradition of the 
elders, but eat with defiled hands?”  

Jesus 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 Jesus 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.”  

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

 



 My father-in-law came to visit for a week.  There 
was a night when it was just me and him.  Everyone 
else was doing other things.  I have been married to his 
daughter for thirty-four years, but some of us never 
stop trying to impress our in-laws, so I decided to take 
him to a Broadway show.   

I started working through the possibilities.  
Hamilton was out.  I do not want to impress him that 
much.  Plymouth’s own Cooper Lantz was not yet 
starring in Kinky Boots, so it was not in the running.  
Book of Mormon has a couple of scenes you do not 
want to see with your father-in-law.  

Then I figured out the perfect father-in-law/son-in-
law show.  We would go to Fiddler on the Roof.  You 
know the story—Russia in 1905. Tevye the milkman, 
father of five daughters, tries to maintain Jewish 
traditions, but the world is changing fast.  Each one of 
his three older daughters’ choice of a husband moves 
further away from the customs of his faith.   
 Do you remember the opening scene?  Tevye 
begins, “In our little village, you might say that every 
one of us is a fiddler on the roof, trying to scratch out a 
pleasant, simple tune without breaking his neck.  How 
do we keep our balance?  That I can tell you in a 
word—tradition!  We have traditions for everything—
how to eat, how to sleep, how to wear clothes.  For 
instance, we always keep our heads covered and 
always wear a little prayer shawl. This shows our 
constant devotion to God.  You may ask, how did this 
tradition start?  I’ll tell you—I don’t know! But it’s a 



tradition.  Because of our traditions, everyone knows 
who he is and what God expects him to do.  Without 
our traditions, our lives would be as shaky as a fiddler 
on the roof.” 
 When I first saw the movie version—which came 
out in 1971—I was on the daughters’ side.  What is 
wrong with the old guy?  Why can’t the father let them 
live like they want to live?  Why should they have to 
do what they have always done? 

But now, more than forty years later, I have 
changed sides.  What is wrong with these kids?  Why 
don’t they listen to their father?  Why does everything 
have to change? 
 Tevye is the patron saint of the Pharisees.  They 
share his belief that tradition holds everything together.  
On this occasion they see Jesus’ disciples ignoring 
tradition by eating without first ceremonially washing 
their hands.   
 The book of Leviticus insists that priests who eat 
food dedicated to God must be pure and clean.  The 
scripture, like a good grandmother, insists that the 
priests wash before they eat.  The Pharisees reason that 
if priests need to be holy, then everyone else should be, 
too.  It makes sense.   

The Pharisees came up with a thousand guidelines 
on how to do what is right.  Through the years, an 
elaborate set of rules grew up around the Law of 
Moses.  The Pharisees are concerned about tithing—
giving a tenth of even the tiniest portion of the basil 
they are growing on the windowsill.  They worry about 



the precise words used to make a promise and whether 
crossing your fingers is allowed.  They are careful to 
eat only kosher food—no ham sandwiches.  They have 
detailed instructions on how to wash pots and pans.  
And they always dip their hands in water three times 
before eating.   

Jesus’ disciples are from the back woods of 
Galilee, where people are not so formal.  Fishermen 
who have their hands in water all of the time do not 
bother with ceremonies.  When there is food to eat, the 
country folks pick it up and eat it.  None of the 
disciples need a fork when they pick up Popeye’s on 
the way home.   

The Pharisees ask, “Why won’t Jesus keep the 
rules about the Sabbath?  Why won’t he eat kosher? 
Why does he hang around with people with such bad 
manners?”   
 It is easy to understand their surprise.  Would it not 
seem strange if we invited Jesus to the Harvest Dinner, 
and asked Jesus to come to the mic and say the 
blessing, only to hear Jesus reply, “No, let’s just dig 
in”?   

We know our religious traditions as well as the 
Pharisees knew theirs.  We know how to come to 
church.  We know what not to wear.  We know when 
to get here—most of us do.   

We know that the worship service will include 
three—maybe four scripture readings, three hymns, 
The Gloria Patri, and The Doxology.  One scripture 
reading or one hymn would not be enough.  Six 



scripture readings or six hymns would be way too 
much.  We know to stand when there is an asterisk, sit 
when we read scripture, and not to turn to the last 
hymn until the sermon is over.  We know how loud to 
sing without attracting the attention of the person in 
front of us.  Some of us know how to pretend we are 
putting an offering in the plate when we are not.   

We know what is expected of good people.  We 
know the words to say and the words to avoid in 
certain company.  We know what we are supposed to 
do and what good people do not do—or at least are not 
seen doing.  Like the Pharisees, we have learned how 
to judge others by how well they follow our rules.  

Christianity has created expectations that have 
little to do with Jesus’ teachings.  Throughout the 
history of the church, the majority of Christians have 
advocated ethics more like the Pharisees’ than like 
Jesus’.  We know the traditions well.  And most of the 
traditions are okay.  There is nothing bad about the 
Pharisees washing their hands.  Parents would love for 
their children to be more like Pharisees when it comes 
to ritual cleanliness.   

The mistake lies in turning a helpful ritual into an 
extra burden.  Common people in Palestine had little 
access to clean water.  It would have been difficult and 
meaningless for them to go through this ceremony 
three times a day.   

Going through the motions to appear religious is 
more dangerous than it first appears.  Though it sounds 
like a contradiction, pretense becomes second nature.  



It is easier to look like we are worshipping than to 
listen to God, easier to sing the melodies than hear the 
words, and easier to attend church than to love others.   

John Wesley writes, “I am not afraid that the 
church should cease to exist.  I am afraid the church 
will exist only as a dead gathering, having the form of 
religion without the power.” 
 The church, at its worst, is a gathering of people 
who want to think of themselves as the kind of people 
who come to church.   

In a Frank and Ernest cartoon, Ernest asks, “Frank, 
did you learn anything about yourself in your first 
session with your therapist?”   
 Frank responds, “Some negatives and some 
positives.”   
 “Well, Frank, what were the negatives?”   
 “It seems that I am self-centered, controlling, 
defensive, greedy, and moody.”   
 “Yikes!  But what about the positives?”   
 “Well, the biggest positive is that I feel really good 
about who I am!” 
 We are tempted to find our self-esteem in 
appearances, take refuge in externals, and believe the 
lie that image is everything.  We get used to acting 
concerned, behaving like a friend, and sounding kind.  
We end up like Pharisees, concerned more about our 
reputation than our soul.  The more attention we give 
to outward appearances the less we give to our own 
heart.   



Former Plymouth member Harriet Beecher Stowe 
wrote, “I went to a party where everyone seemed to 
have left themselves at home.”   

Church can feel like everyone left themselves at 
home.  We treat one another as though we are in-laws 
meeting for the first time trying to make a good 
impression. We end up feeling like a collection of 
mirrors, reflecting what everyone expects.  The Church 
of the Pharisees is a collection of performers acting 
like they think church people should act.  If our heart 
belongs to God, nothing else is needed, and if our heart 
is not God’s, nothing else matters.   

Imagine a child learning to play the piano.  She 
holds her hands just as she has been told.  She has 
memorized the piece perfectly.  She hits all the proper 
notes with deadly accuracy, but her heart is not in it, 
only her fingers.  What she is playing is a sort of 
music, but nothing that will start voices singing or toes 
tapping.  When it comes to our faith are our hearts in it 
or only our fingers?  Are we allowing God’s love to 
work in us from deep within? (Heidi Hustad, “Matters 
of the Heart,” Christian Century, August 16, 2000, 
828). 
 Masquerading as anything other than what we are 
destroys us from the inside.  Pretending to be 
something we are not is deadly.  People waste their 
lives asking, “How do I look?  What do people think of 
me?”   

Jesus’ angriest condemnations are aimed at those 
who fake it.  He calls them hypocrites, saying:  “They 



worship in vain.”  The spirit of pretense keeps us from 
the spirit of truth.  
 Jesus tries to make it clear: “It’s not what can be 
seen that matters.  It’s what’s in your heart.  It’s what’s 
inside that keeps us from life.”   

In Frederick Buechner’s Book of Bebb, Antonio 
Parr speaks of meeting the woman he loves:  “I wanted 
to open my heart to Ellie Pierce not so much so she 
could see what was inside, but so I could.”   

It is when we open our hearts to God that we learn 
what is inside.  We have to choose to see the evil that 
lurks within us.  We have to admit that most days we 
do not think much about God.  We waste good gifts we 
have been given.  We fail to be true even to our own 
standards.  We are blind to the suffering of others.  We 
are insensitive to the wrongs that do not touch us and 
hypersensitive to the wrongs that do.   

In the Gospel of Thomas, Jesus says, “If you bring 
forth what is inside you, what you bring forth will save 
you.  If you don’t bring forth what is inside you, what 
you bring forth can destroy you.”   

We do not like to be reminded of the terrible things 
that we do to one another, but Mark offers a catalogue 
of the evil that comes from within:  greed, pride, 
adultery, deceit, slander, and envy.   
 We know the tension between who we try to 
appear to be and who we really are.  You go to law 
school because you care about justice, but you end up 
paying the bills with a job that does not feel like it is 
about justice.  You get a finance degree because you 



figure that if you make a lot of money you will have 
more to give away, but the more money you make the 
more ways you find to spend it.  You go into health 
care because you are a kind person, but now you spend 
your time dealing with insurance.  You become a 
teacher because you want to shape lives, but some days 
you feel like a babysitter.  You choose to stay at home 
to be with your children, and now you are worried that 
your brain is shrinking. 
 We cannot feel like we have sold out and pretend 
we have not without being confused as to what is true.  
If we are honest to God, we will become truthful in 
what we say, humble in our estimation of who we are, 
and generous in our dealings with others.  If we are 
honest to God, we will confess our dishonesty, accept 
God’s forgiveness, and leave unworthy attitudes 
behind.  If we are honest to God, we will live 
authentically.   

Faith is not about appearances, but about what 
begins deep inside.  We open the depths of our souls to 
God’s love and then share that love with others.  We 
move beyond old habits to a more genuine way.  And 
as God leads us to new life, God brings life to our old 
traditions.  When faith is authentic, the practices of 
faith lead to joy.  Worship becomes a means by which 
God touches our hearts.  The stories of faith become an 
avenue by which we hear God’s voice.  The best rules 
become directions to the good life.  That which has 
grown old becomes new.   



 God delivers us from the tyranny of tired 
hypocrisy and leads us to life in the spirit.  Lives spent 
trying to look good pale in comparison to lives given to 
God.  We do not need to impersonate caring people.  
We can care.  We do not need to worry about what 
others think.  We can live in God’s love.  We do not 
need to pretend.  We can be honest to God.   
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