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September 2, 2018 

James 1:17-27 

Mark 7:1-8, 14-15, 21-23  Washing your Hands and Your Heart 

 

Did you wash your hands? That question gets asked frequently at our 

house. When it’s suppertime and we are getting ready to eat, All right 

everyone, did you wash your hands? Yes, you have to wash them. Yes, 

you need to use soap. Why? Because it’s polite. Because no one wants to 

see dirty hands at the dinner table. Because if you don’t, you’ll get 

germs and they’ll make you sick and your hair will turn purple and it 

will all fall out, ok? So, go wash your hands! 

We know we need to wash our hands before we eat. It’s good etiquette. 

It’s good for our health. We agree with the scribes and Pharisees in our 

story today from the gospel of Mark. Everyone needs to wash up before 

they eat.  Even Jesus’ disciples. Even they should not be at the table with 

dirty hands and crusty fingernails. After all, cleanliness is next to 

godliness. I agree with the scribes and Pharisees. I would be reaching for 

the nearest container of Wet Wipes and saying to Jesus. “Um, excuse me 

Jesus, I don’t know if you know this, but your disciples haven’t washed 

their hands. You might want to say something to them.” After all, it’s for 



2 
 

their own good. It’s for our good as a civilized society. It’s like that Far 

Side cartoon that showed a man walking out of the restroom and above 

him a neon sign flashed “Did Not Wash Hands”. Because, you know, if 

you don’t, it’s gross. 

Washing your hands is something everyone should do. But some of 

Jesus’ disciples weren’t doing it. They weren’t washing before eating 

and that was a problem for the scribes and Pharisees. Because washing 

your hands was more than just a good thing for them. It was a God thing. 

It was a religious thing. It was something that made the, acceptable to 

God. As God’s people they were to keep their lives clean. Clean of 

contaminants. Clean of impurities. They had rules about eating clean 

food. And using clean pots and utensils. Their clothing needed to be 

clean. Their homes and their relationships and their bodies needed to be 

clean. All of it had to be clean if they wanted to be right with God. 

The scribes and Pharisees believed that this is what it meant to be the 

people of God. They were meant to be pure. They were meant to be set 

apart and separated of the dirty mess of the world. In the book of 

Exodus, God tells the people of Israel at Mt Sinai, that they are to be a 
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‘priestly kingdom and a holy nation’. (Exodus 19:6) In Leviticus 

(11:44), God tells the people that their job is to, “Be holy as I am holy.” 

God’s people were to represent God’s holy nature. And the scribes and 

Pharisees in Jesus’ day, were just trying to uphold that standard. They 

were trying to be holy as God was holy. They were trying to be cleaner 

than the messy world around them. They knew they were called to stand 

up and stand out. And so are we as God’s people. We are called to be 

better and purer. To live a life that not crass or vulgar. To live a life that 

is not defiled or stained by the world, as it says in the letter of James. 

We are called to live a life that is holy. Because God is holy. And the 

question is: how do we do that? How do we live clean and holy lives as 

the people of God? 

For the scribes and Pharisees that meant washing up. That meant doing 

everything you could to be clean. But for Debie Thomas who grew up in 

a South Indian Christian tradition, holiness meant not wearing any 

jewelry. No rings, no necklaces, no bracelets, no earrings. If you showed 

up to her church on Sunday morning with jewelry on, you could be 

denied communion. When Debie was growing up, she had no idea why 
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the church had such strict rules or why God had such a thing against it 

against necklaces. The people in her church only told her that bare ears 

and unadorned wrists were a sign of devotion. They told her that God’s 

children didn’t need jewelry, because they were “clothed in God’s 

righteousness.”  They told her that storing up treasure in heaven was 

more important than the earthly treasures of silver, gold, or diamonds.  

But she wanted to wear pretty bracelets and get her ears pierced on her 

twelfth birthday like her friends. And she resented this rule and she 

resented God for it. But then Debie learned the history of this rule in her 

church. A hundred years ago, the church of South India experienced a 

great revival. People were encouraged to reject the ornate mainline 

churches to embrace a simpler faith. In India, gold jewelry was the main 

form of social capital. People judged each other by the amount of 

jewelry that their women wore. Girls whose fathers couldn’t buy enough 

of a gold dowry often went unmarried. So at the time for those Indian 

families, the decision to forsake all of that, was a radical one. It was their 

radical testimony to the equality of everyone before God, rich or poor. 

Her church gave up wearing jewelry, even though it meant losing social 
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status and family honor. But Ms. Thomas writes, ‘what started out as a 

gesture of radical welcome and openness, became a tool of exclusion 

and self-righteousness.  What came from a desire to live as Christ lived, 

and love as Christ loved, degenerated into an empty human tradition.’1 

Sometimes our holiness replaces the holiness of God. We remember the 

rules, but forget the reasons. We might separate ourselves from the 

world with our purity, but we must be careful not to separate ourselves 

from God and God’s love as well.  That’s what seems to have happened 

to the scribes and Pharisees. They were concerned about purity, but not 

so much about God’s purity. And it wasn’t a question of hygiene. It was 

a question of getting things right and following the rules. Why weren’t 

Jesus’ disciples following the rules? Why weren’t they trying to be 

righteous before the Lord? Why weren’t they trying to be holy? But the 

real question behind the question, the real bone that the Pharisees have 

to pick with Jesus is, what kind of a ‘righteous’ teacher are you if you let 

your disciples act like this? 

                                                           
1 https://www.journeywithjesus.net/lectionary-essays/current-essay 



6 
 

The scribes and Pharisees believed the rules about cleanliness were 

important. But the performance had become more important than the 

purpose. And Jesus knew that. He saw that this was not really about 

being clean. It was not about being holy. It wasn’t even about God. He 

tells them: “You honor God with your lips, but your hearts are far from 

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

You wash your hands and your food and your special utensils. But you 

don’t wash your heart. You don’t keep your spirits pure in the Spirit of 

love. You neglect God for the sake of rules. 

Their religion has turned in on itself. It was about them and their 

holiness and their purity and their righteousness. It had become a 

performance for others. A friend of mine was a compliance auditor for 

the EPA. His job was to visit big corporations and make sure they were 

following the regulations and filling out all their paperwork. There were 

rules that needed to be followed. He said that generally his visits caused 

a lot of anxiety. People wanted to get things right. But he would tell 

these companies: “Don’t worry. If it’s your goal to do the right thing, if 

your heart is in the right place, then all the paperwork will fall in line.” 



7 
 

The point for him was heart first. And then the compliance would 

follow. And that’s what Jesus is saying to the scribes and Pharisees. Get 

your heart right first! Put God’s holiness and God’s love first. Because if 

you don’t all your religious practices will be worthless. All your church-

going and rule-following and committee-chairing and loud talking about 

leading a godly life, it will be for nothing. It’s not a performance. It’s a 

life connected to the life of God in Jesus Christ. 

Jesus criticizes the kind of religion that is just for show. And so does the 

letter of James. It criticizes the kind of religion that is superficial. That 

has people looking in a mirror. And then walking away and doing 

nothing. All talk and no action. That kind of faith is worthless, James 

says. Real faith, real religion, goes all the way to the heart. Because it 

comes all the way from God’s heart. Real, pure religion is this: Caring 

for widows and orphans, for the least and last and lost. Real religion is 

about being quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger. It is generous, 

always generous. Because every generous act… is from above. Our 

hearts are to reflect God’s heart. So is that what our religion does? Does 
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it go all the way down to our heart? Is it only on the surface? Is it just 

who we are on the outside, or is it who we are on the inside too? 

Faith is not just about washing your hands, it’s about washing your 

heart, Jesus says. It’s what’s inside that matters most.  What’s inside 

YOU and YOUR heart, not the hearts of others. Don’t worry about the 

hearts of others. Don’t worry about what their hearts are like. Worry 

about your own. Because it’s in your own heart where your faith lives. 

And it’s where evil likes to dwell. Evil can grow inside us. And it can 

deceive us and distract us and lie to us and trick us into focusing on the 

faults of others, while inside of us it develops into jealousy, greed, envy, 

pride, selfishness, lust, and anger. It’s our hearts we need to be worried 

about, not the hearts of others. 

It’s our hearts that need to be renewed in Christ’s love. And that means 

remembering to clean up our hearts. Not just our hands. Or our clothes 

or our patio furniture. It means straightening up our intentions. It means 

getting our priorities straight. It means living a life for God that is more 

than a performance. That is more than skin deep but goes all the way 

down to our hearts, so the holy heart of God can dwell there. 
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Jesus wants us to have a heart like his. He doesn’t just want us to just 

say things in his name, he wants us to do things in his name. To care for 

the widow and the orphan and the outcast and the leper. To touch the 

untouchable. To flip the tables of the money changers, and eat with 

sinners, and love our enemies. To give our lives for the life of the world. 

To let our faith not just be on the outside, but on the inside, all the way 

down to the depths of our hearts. To be holy as God is holy. To be 

merciful as God is merciful. To be loving as God is loving. 

At this table, we see the heart of our holy God. And we share this holy 

meal. And we see how deep God’s love goes. How God will set aside 

everything for us. Even holiness. Even cleanliness. Even God’s own 

righteousness. Here is God’s heart, longing to be one with our hearts. 

May God cleanse us and fill us and renew us. So that all we say and do 

may be holy and connected to the heart of God. 


