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Sermon: "What Defiles You?” - 9-2-18 - Mark 7:1-8, 14-15, 21-23 

Grace and Peace on this Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost – Pause and Reflect… 

Room in the Heart… 

Yesterday was moving day for a young couple in the complex next to mine.  As I was 

watering the flowers in my little urban garden and I couldn’t help but overhear the 

conversation through the thin fence that separates us; “It doesn’t matter that you are 

moving 1000 miles away, you will always be my bff (best friend forever), you will 

always have a place in my heart.”  Obviously these two bff’s have gotten very close 

during friends together in San Diego, the hope is that moving won’t change things.  Yet, 

moving 1000 miles away changes things, moving 50 miles away can change things, but 

the hope and the promise made from one friend to the other is; “you will always have a 

place in my heart.” 

Today we have a scripture reading which is challenging, but aren’t they all and isn’t that 

the point?  Shouldn’t scripture challenge us to consider what’s important in our lives and 

who God is for each one of us?  Jesus and his disciples, after a day of activity and work 

are eating together, when we hear this interchange: So the Pharisees and the scribes asked 
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him, Jesus; "Why do your disciples not live according to the tradition of the elders, but 

eat with defiled hands?" 6 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; 7 in vain do they worship me, teaching human precepts as doctrines.' 8 You 

abandon the commandment of God and hold to human tradition."  So the Pharisees 

noticed that some of his disciples were eating with defiled hands, that is, without washing 

them. Here is their tradition: 3 (For the Pharisees, and all the Jews, do not eat unless they 

thoroughly wash their hands, thus observing the tradition of the elders; 4 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. ). Jesus continues:  “in 

vain do they worship me, teaching human precepts as doctrines.' 8 You abandon the 

commandment of God and hold to human tradition." 14 Then he called the crowd again 

and said to them, "Listen to me, all of you, and understand: 15 there is nothing outside a 

person that by going in can defile, but the things that come out are what defile." 

Eating with defiled hands – dirty hands goes against one of the core beliefs that I hold 

and maybe it does for you too.  This “rule” has been so engrained in me since childhood.  

“Don’t forget to wash your hands” and when I worked at the hospital it was something 

we reminded outpatients to do.  As staff, we were reminded and checked not just coming 

and going from the restrooms but also our group rooms which had dispensers of anti-

bacterial lotion by every door – we were supposed to use it whenever we entered and 

exited the room. //  So, it is that time of year again when it is important to remember to 

wash our hands and keep them from face and eyes.  Defiled hands = colds and flu. 

This is not what is being addressed in our Gospel this 

morning, Jesus is not suggesting that people have OCD if 

they wash their hands – unless it is repeatedly and follows a 

certain pattern.  Jesus is discussing with those listening 

about what defiles one’s heart, what is held onto and 

valued above God and neighbor and maybe even 

ourselves. He is addressing Jewish law, custom and rituals.  
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Rites and ritual are important because they can give order to a chaotic world.  // If you 

watched any of the coverage for John McCain this week you saw quite a variety of rites 

and rituals, which help structure the chaos of grief.  If you watched any of the 8 hours of 

the funeral for Aretha Franklin you saw the ritual of music as way to quell the troubled 

soul.  We look to ritual for this reason, as a way to help us, but it is only a tool to guide 

and structure – it’s not God.  God is present in our ritual and our prayers and in our music 

and in our daily lives – God is not dependent on ritual – we are. // Ritual guides us in our 

daily walk with God/ 

This is what Jesus seems to be addressing in the Gospel today; “do you worship God or 

ritual?” or “Do you worship God or the ways of the world?” When the whole discussion 

of God and country comes up, I become very uncomfortable, why you might say?  I 

become uncomfortable because it seems like our country becomes our god, and that God 

is on “our side” and God is portrayed is partial to the powers we have as a nation.  I am 

uncomfortable with that understanding, but I am still patriotic.  I believe in God and I 

love this country, but I don’t always love what happens in this country.  I become very 

uneasy when I hear people equating God with certain political leaders – not just our 

current leaders – but past ones too - that one is “Ordained” by God to lead this country or 

state.  This type of mixing bothers me because, God is the God of this whole world 

showing no partiality to one group of people, or one particular nation, but to all nations.  I 

pray for our leaders during this difficult time to be honest and forthright and do the job 

assigned to them, but I do not mistake them for God or ordained by God to do what they 

do. Ordination is something we do in the church to set apart leaders to live lives of 

service to God and one another.   

Ordination is a ritual that helps bring order out chaos, bringing forth a spiritual leader.  

Yet, in our baptisms we are all set apart to be spiritual leaders in one way or another.  

Maybe it isn’t by being a pastor, but it might be by providing opportunities for growth by 

teaching, or serving others by working in a restaurant, being a firefighter, or a parent, or a 

clerk at Von’s, or a valet at Hotel Del.  Living out one’s calling might be as simple as 

living a happy life.  A friend from High School and I would have deep discussions about 
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many things but most often they would end up being about God.  As we would visit 

throughout the years we continued to have these discussions.  He came from a Catholic 

family and he was the “most Catholic” devote in his family, which was fun for me 

because it was the same for me, except the Catholic part.  During one of our 

conversations he said something which caught me off guard; “What if your calling or 

“One’s” calling in life is to be happy, what if that’s what God wants for you - happy?”  

My devout Catholic friend who would get into deep conversations about God and life 

asked me the simplest question that continues to influence my life and my ministry. 

So, when I heard the two friends, bff’s talking yesterday, one saying to the other that she 

would always have a place in her heart for her friend, I thought of my friend.  We haven’t 

been in touch a very long time, but he is one of those friends that always has place in my 

heart, someone you can pick up right where you left off the last time you talked. Through 

Facebook, I have watched his family grow and seen his oldest daughter marry and his life 

seems happy. He has a place in my heart. 

So, how about you?  What takes up space in your heart? Do you let the things of this 

world, especially the current chaos defile it?  Do you worship country more than God?  

How about time, money, and things – do they get in the way of the calling you have 

received to be happy in your service to God?  “What goes in seems to comes out” 

according to our Gospel this morning.  There are a couple of graphic verses omitted 

referring to that.  But it is that old standard: “You get out something what you put into it.”  

If you have low expectations of God, then it will be hard to get through those, or if you 

have high expectations of God and don’t see anything happen then you will be 

disappointed also.  Being with God, means letting go of expectation and the “should”s 

and the shouldn’ts” of what you think God is supposed to be like and be present with the 

God is where you are.  The only things required are faith and patience. 

Make room in your heart for happiness, love, each other, self and God!  Amen 
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