
Inside Out Tradition 

Mark 7: 1-8, 14-15 

Now 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.” 

 

Since 2016 it is federal law for all restaurants in our fifty states to post a sign in their bathrooms 

which reads: “Employees must Wash Hands before Leaving.” Although it took until 2016 before 

it became a law, we hope they followed the hand washing tradition well before then. Jesus and 

his disciples get caught breaking the tradition when the Pharisee hold up a sign to them: 

“Everyone who is Jewish Must Wash their hands before eating.” It is the law of God that has 

been passed down throughout the ages. It is their tradition.  

We all have traditions that get passed down. Some of us appreciate them more than others. They 

can be helpful—they can hold our values for us. Every Friday night growing up my parents 

would require us kids to stay home—on a Friday night!—and we would watch a movie or play a 

game together. They called it “Family Night.” It became a tradition which held the value of us 

spending time together and it is being passed down as we are now doing it with our children. We 

set traditions in church too. We stand and recite the Apostle’s Creed which has been handed 

down to us from the foremothers and fathers of our faith; we say the Lord’s Prayer in the 

uniquely Presbyterian way: “Forgive us our debts.” It’s been handed down to us by way of our 

tradition. Every third week of the month we have the kiddos holding little baskets as you all 

come forward and empty out your change for the Hunger Offering. It has been Trinity’s tradition 

for twenty-five years. Traditions can be quite helpful in forming us. We lean on them to pass on 

our values from generation to generation.  

If we go back to Jesus’ time, the Pharisees are fastidious keepers of their traditions. Traditions 

passed on thousands of years since the days of Moses. When God gives them traditions to follow 

it is for one reason: they are to be a holy people in the world representing a God who is holy. To 

be holy meant to value cleanliness. Oh, they would run the dishes twice in the dishwasher before 

a sacred meal. Before entering into God’s presence, the priests would take three showers. There 

was no five second rule if bread fell to the floor. They read the traditions as purity codes that 

taught them how to keep unclean things out of the body like germs or disease. Like in the 

hospital how doctors and nurses are taught to gel in and gel out before they visit a patient. They 



don’t want to bring something in the room, and they don’t want to take something out of the 

room. The Pharisee had strict traditions to keep themselves clean—to keep themselves holy. 

So what’s Jesus’ problem? Instead of saying, “You know you’re right, it isn’t sanitary of us,” he 

lobs Isaiah’s words at them where God says, “You worship me with your lips, but your hearts are 

far from me!” So what’s Jesus’ problem? Maybe he is saying that our rituals tend to lose their 

meaning and purpose over time. The tradition becomes filtered or diluted, like a tea bag that has 

been dipped in hot water too many times—loses its potency. It’s like the first time you gave your 

honey a smooch. Remember the passion that poured out? Or how about the first time we dug up 

the courage and said, “I love you,” as our stomachs got twisted in knots. Fast forward a few 

years into the relationship and we now give them a peck on the lips before we fall asleep at night. 

Say a quick “I love you” before we rush out the front door. It can become habitual, losing its 

meaning. Maybe we do the same thing with God. I mean, when was the last time we read a 

prayer of confession and wept because we felt forgiven? When have we last danced inside of the 

doxology? When was the last time we welcomed someone into the tradition of our faith and 

when we were asked if we will help raise them up we shouted, “Yes!”? Maybe Jesus is saying 

that too often we tend to go through the motions without any heart and the tradition loses its 

meaning.  

But I don’t think so. If Jesus was talking about our devotion he would’ve quoted Deut. 6:5, 

“Love God with all your heart, your soul, your strength.” Instead, Jesus is quoting Isaiah 29. And 

Isaiah 29 is about Israel’s hypocritical blindness. A blindness which is the result of people who 

have forgotten God’s heart and in doing so, have forgotten their neighbor who is poor, hungry 

and oppressed.  

Jesus is saying our traditions become empty when they miss their connection with God’s desire 

for our world. Listened to someone talk about the new Memorial for the Lynching victims at the 

Memorial for Peace and Justice in Montgomery, Alabama. It’s America’s holocaust museum. He 

began to weep as he told us that at the memorial site you will find every name of every human 

being whose life had been taken between 1877 and 1950. There are thousands of names. Some of 

them were lynched because they stood around in the wrong public area. Or because one of them 

was talking to a white girl who felt threatened. Or because someone failed to call a police officer 

“mister.” What hit me as he was speaking was that many who participated in the Saturday night 

lynching, woke up on Sunday morning, putting on their cleanest suits for church. They would 

sing hymns, pray the Lord’s Prayer, “Give us this day our daily bread and deliver us from evil,” 

and take up communion with blood staining their hands. “You worship me with your lips, but 

your hearts are far from me.”  

So let’s be clear: When we gather to worship God with all our traditions, we do not do so for our 

sakes alone, but for the sake of our neighbor. Yes, we are here to be reminded, formed and 

transformed; to be washed and anointed, to be encouraged and inspired. Not only so we can walk 

away feeling fulfilled in ourselves, but so others can encounter Christ out there, in the world. 

Once a dear friend of mine, who was a Lutheran pastor, had a wild idea. He popped open the 

trunk of his avocado-green 1980’s Volkswagen Bus and began stuffing it with a tiny card table 

and a table cloth, a coffee mug, a few paper plates, a half loaf of bread his partner made the night 

before and a can of grape soda from the refrigerator. Then he hopped into his avocado-green 

1980’s VW Bus and drove a few miles down the road to a Walmart where he set up the table 

beside the entrance. As people would trickle in to do their shopping he would offer them 



communion saying, “The body of Christ for the world!” It was a wild idea. Mainly because 

nobody came. Most ignored him, a few acknowledged his presence and politely said, “No thank 

you.” I’m not sure what I would’ve done if I saw him standing there at the entranceway of a 

Walmart either. But then he looked up and noticed there was someone standing there: it was the 

homeless woman who had been catching shoppers on their way out, begging for their spare 

change. You can imagine the woman came to the table with these hands that had been holding 

dirty coins all day. Hands soiled from nights spent sleeping on the ground. Hands unclean, yet 

open to receive the gifts of grace. “The body of Christ for you” he said as he dipped the bread in 

the grape soda, placing it in the palm of her hands. “The body of Christ for the world.” 

Our traditions are empty if they are only for us. And they are empty if they lose their connection 

with God’s heart for our neighbor. So let’s take a moment and examine our hearts in prayer. 

Pondering the heart of God with these words: The body of Christ for you. The body of Christ for 

the world.     

 


