
Sermon for Proper 17B 
Sunday, September 2, 2018 

“Clean hands and clean hearts” 

Text: Mark 7:1-23 

I speak to you in the name of the one true God:  Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 

In 1847, while working in the maternity department of a hospital 
in Vienna, a physician named Ignaz Semmelweis discovered that the 
incidence of perpetual or childbed fever was dramatically reduced when 
medical caregivers used the proper technique for washing their hands. 
His discovery was poopooed by the rest of the doctors there for being too 
extreme and he was eventually dismissed from the hospital, harassed by 
the rest of the medical community in Vienna, and run out of town. He 
began writing to prominent obstetricians throughout Europe 
complaining about the indifference of the medical community to his 
discovery, calling them “irresponsible murderers.” Unfortunately both 
the medical establishment and his wife believed him to be losing his mind, 
and he was eventually committed to an asylum where he died after two 
weeks—from an infection. Not until years following Semmelweis’ death 
would his theory be accepted when Louis Pasteur developed the germ 
theory of disease and offered a scientific explanation for Semmelweis’ 
findings. Today, we know the importance of proper hand washing 
techniques. The Centers for Disease Control, or CDC, recommends 
wetting your hands with clean running water (warm or cold); applying 
soap; lathering your hands by rubbing them together with the soap; 
scrubbing all surfaces of your hands, including the palms, backs, fingers, 
between your fingers, and under your nails for at least 20 seconds—long 
enough to sing “Happy Birthday” twice; rinseing your hands under clean, 
running water; and finally, drying your hands using a clean towel or air 
drying them. 

2,000 years ago the Pharisees insisted that proper handwashing 
was essential, but for very different reasons. They didn’t know about 
germs and infections, although we can deduce that that was an 
unintended benefit. Of the 613 Commandments found in the Law or first 
five books of the Hebrew Scriptures, there isn’t actually a commandment 
requiring washing hands or how to do it. The Pharisees were a powerful 
sect of Judaism at the time of Jesus and because they were the ones who 
knew The Law through and through, they were also the ones who 



2 

interpreted it. But in addition to the written Law of Moses, which is the 
Torah or Pentateuch in the Old Testament, they believed in another law 
called the “Oral Law” or the “Tradition of the Elders,” which was passed 
down from Moses to Joshua to the Judges of Israel. The Pharisees were 
the keepers of this tradition and passed it on orally to students 
generation after generation. It was not until the Romans forbade the 
passing on of those oral laws that they were written down into what 
would eventually become the Mishnah by the 3rd Century AD. In the 
encounter from today’s Gospel lesson, the Pharisees confronted Jesus 
charging him and his disciples with failure to live according to the 
tradition of the elders and eating with defiled hands. 

Jesus countered their argument by pointing out that they were 
holding up their human-made oral tradition above the commandments of 
God. He gave an example, which our lectionary skipped, where he noted 
that they were teaching that it was better to deny money to help take 
care of one’s elderly parents in order to give that money as an offering to 
God. That offering was called Corban. (In Islam, they recently celebrated 
the holy day known as Eid al-Adha, but in some places called Eid al-
Qurbān—same root.) Jesus scolded the Pharisees for placing the 
tradition of the elders higher than the commandment of God to honor 
father and mother. “You abandon the commandment of God and hold to 
human tradition.” 

“There is nothing outside a person that by going in can defile,” Jesus 
said, “but the things that come out are what defile.” Now obviously there 
are harmful things we can put into our bodies—poisonous substances, 
recreational drugs, excessive alcohol—but Jesus was speaking on a more 
spiritual level and making a deeper point. Nothing that goes into our 
bodies can make us bad people or defile us before God. Jesus also said, 
“Whatever goes into a person from outside cannot defile, since it enters, 
not the heart but the stomach, and goes out into the sewer?” (The 
lectionary skipped that verse, too!) Jesus meant that the heart is the 
source of all intentions, both good and bad. Our intentions can be good, 
or they can be evil. It’s the things that come out of us—the things that 
we say and the things that we do—that we will be accountable for when 
we meet our maker. That’s what we have to be mindful of. That’s what 
Jesus was trying to teach. He wasn’t speaking against the Scriptures, 
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and I don’t think he was even denouncing tradition; he was teaching that 
they are both meant to bring about the Kingdom of God. 

We must be careful that we do not fall into the same trap as the 
Pharisees.  We must not simply do church, but we must be the church. 
“Church” is not this building or what we do here on Sunday morning. 
Church is who we are and how we live that out with each other and all 
whom we encounter. All this stuff we do up here, the fancy vestments, 
the hymns, the chanting, the words in the prayer book, the liturgy that 
is near and dear to our hearts all of our traditions mean nothing if it isn’t 
making us better people and if we are not taking our message out to make 
the world a better place. When our own selfish desires get in the way of 
our relationships, then we are doing church, but we’re not being the 
church. I remember growing up they used to have a saying in the Baptist 
church, “playing church.” That’s when we act all religious and pious, like 
the Pharisees, but then we talk bad about our brothers and sisters behind 
their back, and sometimes to their face. This gospel lesson tells us to stop 
playing church. When we let our disagreements cause division instead of 
understanding and cooperation, we are playing church. If we can’t 
translate all of the beautiful things we do in here into making Woodhaven, 
the Borough of Queens, New York City, this country, or the world a better 
place, then we are just playing church. I used to go to a church when I 
lived in Washington, DC (Anglo-catholic like us) that had a sign on the 
inside of the door that you couldn’t miss as you walked out. The sign said, 
“The Mission Field Starts Here.” 

Later this morning, you will be hearing more about an invitation to 
be part of a new aspect of our mission as we work to discern how our two 
communities of All Saints Episcopal Church and All Saints/Todos los 
Santos Lutheran Church will partner in making ourselves and the world 
a better place. We are looking for members of both congregations to serve 
on a Steering Committee to define the parameters of our relationship and 
to set strategic goals to strengthen our ministry in the mission field. 
We’re not abandoning our traditions. We’re not going to stop being 
Lutherans and Episcopalians/Anglicans. We’re not going to stop teaching 
our traditions to ourselves and others. But we will respect each other. We 
must respect each other in the way we do church, because it feeds a 
variety of people in a variety of ways. And we need to stop letting our 
differences, real or imagined, continue to shackle us in insecurity and 
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prevent us from making the world a better place. The world is starving 
for a glimpse of God’s Kingdom that is free of violence, partisan politics, 
bigotry, animosity, self-righteousness, and selfishness. We are starving 
for a glimpse of God’s Kingdom that is free of church politics, self-interest, 
agendas, power plays, talking about each other, and putting each other 
down. Our partnership has the potential of doing some great stuff and 
ministering to a lot of people. Please consider being a part of the 
committee. 

 When we stop functioning together as the Body of Christ, we are 
playing church, not being the church. And be assured, that how we do 
what we do in here will be the best it can be, because God is worthy of 
our honor and praise. We’re not gonna do it like anyone or everyone else, 
we’re gonna do it like All Saints does it, and it will be done decently and 
in order, and with utmost reverence. AND if we can’t or won’t love one 
another as God loves us, then we are playing church, not being the church. 
We cannot do God’s work in the world or even begin to love the crazy 
world out there if we don’t love ourselves, and we can’t expect to do any 
of that if we don’t stay rooted in God’s love. To stay rooted in God’s love 
we need his help in giving us clean hearts. I am reminded of a song. 

Give me a clean heart, so I may serve thee. 
Lord fix my heart so that I may be used by thee. 
Though I’m not worthy of all these blessings, 
Give me a clean heart, and I’ll follow thee. 

When we stay rooted in God’s love, good things will emanate from us in 
what comes from our hearts, out of our mouths, and through the work of 
our hands (which, of course, we will wash before we eat). Amen. 
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