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First Reading Deuteronomy 4:1-2, 6-9 
The Israelites believed the law was a divine gift that provided guidelines for living out the covenant. Moses commands the people to obey the law and to neither add to nor subtract from it. The Israelites are also to teach the law to their children and their children’s children.
1 So now, Israel, give heed to the statutes and ordinances that I am teaching you to observe, so that you may live to enter and occupy the land that the Lord, the God of your ancestors, is giving you. 2You must neither add anything to what I command you nor take away anything from it, but keep the commandments of the Lord your God with which I am charging you. 6You must observe them diligently, for this will show your wisdom and discernment to the peoples, who, when they hear all these statutes, will say, “Surely this great nation is a wise and discerning people!” 7 For what other great nation has a god so near to it as the Lord our God is whenever we call to him? 8And what other great nation has statutes and ordinances as just as this entire law that I am setting before you today? 9But take care and watch yourselves closely, so as neither to forget the things that your eyes have seen nor to let them slip from your mind all the days of your life; make them known to your children and your children’s children.
Psalm 15
1Lord, who may dwell in your tabernacle? Who may abide upon your holy hill? 2Those who lead a blameless life and do what is right, who speak the truth from their heart; 3 they do not slander with the tongue, they do no evil to their friends; they do not cast discredit upon a neighbor. 4 In their sight the wicked are rejected, but they honor those who fear the Lord. They have sworn upon their health and do not take back their word. 5They do not give their money in hope of gain, nor do they take bribes against the innocent. Those who do these things shall never be overthrown.
Second Reading James 1:17-27 
The letter of James was intended to provide first-century Christians with instruction in godly behavior. Here Christians are encouraged to listen carefully and to act on what they hear, especially by caring for those least able to care for themselves.
17Every generous act of giving, with every perfect gift, is from above, coming down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change. 18In fulfillment of 

his own purpose he gave us birth by the word of truth, so that we would become a kind of first fruits of his creatures. 19You must understand this, my beloved: let everyone be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger; 20for your anger does not produce God’s righteousness. 21Therefore rid yourselves of all sordidness and rank growth of wickedness, and welcome with meekness the implanted word that has the power to save your souls. 22But be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive themselves. 23For if any are hearers of the word and not doers, they are like those who look at themselves in a mirror; 24for they look at themselves and, on going away, immediately forget what they were like. 25But those who look into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and persevere, being not hearers who forget but doers who act—they will be blessed in their doing. 26If any think they are religious, and do not bridle their tongues but deceive their hearts, their religion is worthless. 27Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to care for orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world.
Gospel Mark 7:1-8, 14-15, 21-23 
Mark’s gospel depicts Jesus as challenging traditional ways in which religious people determine what is pure or impure. For Jesus, the observance of religious practices cannot become a substitute for godly words or deeds that spring from a faithful heart.
1Now when the Pharisees and some of the scribes who had come from Jerusalem gathered around Jesus, 2 they noticed that some of his disciples were eating with defiled hands, that is, without washing them. 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. 5 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?” 6He 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.’ 8You abandon the commandment of God and hold to human tradition.” 14Then he called the crowd again and said to them, “Listen to me, all of you, and understand: 15there is nothing outside a person that by going in can defile, but the things that come out are what defile. 21“For it is from within, from the human 

heart, that evil intentions come: fornication, theft, murder, 22adultery, avarice, wickedness, deceit, licentiousness, envy, slander, pride, folly. 23All these evil things come from within, and they defile a person.” 
Sermon
We are finally done with bread! Our 5 weeks in John 6, where Jesus talks about being the Bread of Life, ended last week. We are back in the gospel of Mark, the short gospel that moves quickly. Today’s passage is a bit choppy because it includes certain verses while omitting others.  But we’re going to start by talking about tradition.
Tradition is part of human life in many corners of society besides just the church. Cultures have traditions, families have traditions, schools and organizations and the military all have traditions. There are times, however, in both society and in the church, that traditions can lose their original power and purpose; over time, traditions can even interfere with their original purpose and extinguish the power they once held.
One of the traditions that we have in the Lutheran church, which I did not grow up with, is crossing oneself during the Confession and Forgiveness and during the Final Blessing.  It is a reminder to us of the promises God made to us in baptism, when we were marked with the cross of Christ forever. But we didn’t do that in my church growing up. And to be honest, I was thrown a bit when I saw people doing it when I was at seminary.  I always thought of crossing oneself as a Catholic thing. But I noticed at seminary that students and faculty sometimes crossed themselves. And then I came here and there were people here who did it too! I know some of you who came from the Catholic church were surprised to see Lutherans crossing themselves when you came here!
The tradition of crossing oneself can be meaningful to some worshipers. It is great if you want to do so. But it may not be meaningful to other worshipers. It is great if you do not do so.  No one will look at you funny if you do it; no one will look at you funny if you don’t do it.  Those who cross themselves are reinforcing a reality that is true regardless of what we do…that we are saved by grace through faith in the cross of Christ. We can’t undo that saving work by crossing or not crossing ourselves. 
I bring this up to encourage us to think about all of the traditions that are part of our faith and how…or even if…these traditions have any meaningful impact on our hearts, on our 

experience of God.  Some may…some may just be rituals we’re comfortable with, but they don’t have any impact.  Some may even get in the way of what is truly important. This is what Jesus discusses with the Pharisees and scribes in today’s chopped up gospel passage. The Pharisees and scribes question Jesus about his disciples eating with defiled hands, or hands that weren’t ritually washed before eating.  The ritual washing is not like when we wash our hands before a meal to get the dirt and germs off…so don’t let you kids or grandkids try to convince you that Jesus said they don’t have to wash their hands before a meal!
The Pharisees and scribes are referring to the “tradition of the elders.” This “tradition” is not part of God’s law for God’s people.  The ritual act of washing was originally a directive to the priests to ritually cleanse themselves before serving in the Lord’s presence. It was practiced by Moses’s brother Aaron and sons when they were appointed as priests, offering sacrifices at the tent of meeting; later, it was practiced by any priest serving in the Temple of the Lord. But over time, the priests instituted a similar practice for all people, to distinguish them as the priestly people God intended them to be, especially when living among foreign peoples.
Over time, however, the tradition, rather than giving the disbursed people identity, created a boundary between those considered clean and pure because they properly obeyed these “traditions” and those considered unclean and impure because they didn’t.  In addition, it took focus away from the laws God gave to God’s people…laws that called God’s people to deal with one another justly and to take care of the poor, the widow, the orphan and, in this way, distinguish them from their foreign neighbors.  This approach by the Pharisees and scribes relegated some people to a state of being less in God’s eyes, maybe not even worthy of God’s attention. But the job of the religious leaders was to facilitate relationship, reconciliation, repentance and forgiveness between God and God’s people. 
Suddenly, it mattered more that individuals participate in certain rituals, like the ritual washing of hands before eating, and it mattered less how they treated one another…especially the poor, the sick, the orphan, the widow, etc. This was the problem…the tradition limited who could come into relationship with God and therefore reinforced the idea that some people were not worthy enough. When we err by believing that there are some people who are not worthy enough for God’s care, God’s attention, then we actually treat those people 

with less dignity, like they are a lesser human.  These Pharisees and scribes did just this, disregarding the very people for whom they were to care, and it is this corrupting of the faith that Jesus criticizes in today’s passage.
Faith in God is about faith in a relationship that God established with humanity, first with the Jewish people and then also with Gentile world.  When our faith traditions get in the way of proclaiming that God is a God of relationship, a God who seeks to reconcile all of human creation with our Creator, those traditions are obstacles.  If the tradition doesn’t move our hearts to repentance and forgiveness or inspire us to recognize that is near to us or stir us to care for those in need and share God’s great love than that tradition no longer serves God’s purposes.
Jesus spent all of his time caring for and healing people. He embodied God’s concern and love for all of God’s human creation. He taught that God calls God’s people to live in relationship with and care for one another.  Everything Jesus did and taught focused on relationship.  The Pharisees and scribes were too concerned about their authority, exercised by enforcing their own traditions, in this case handwashing, which Jesus and his disciples didn’t follow. Jesus was concerned about God’s authority and God’s ways, caring for God’s people. This is what the Pharisees and scribes had forgotten.  Jesus points out, these particular rituals and traditions have no impact on the hearts and faith of the person nor on the relationship that God has established.
Jesus then turns to the part of us that needs attending, the human heart.  Jesus names a number of evil inclinations of the human heart.  He points out that it is the heart inside us, not our external motions that need our attention. The ritual of hand washing apparently had no impact on their hearts because their hearts were actually hardened toward those who wouldn’t do it. And while they were so worried about their beloved rituals, they failed to express any love or compassion toward those to whom they were called by the Jewish Law to care. 
The real focus of Jesus’ ministry was bringing healing to the human heart…EVERY human heart…with God’s love and forgiveness. By hearing, by knowing that God love us, that Jesus died and rose to show us the depths of God’s love that our hearts are renewed, strengthened in faith and defended against those evil intentions.  When God’s love turns our hearts toward 

loving and caring for others around us, this protects our hearts from evil intentions by the ways of God. This message HAS GOT to be served by our traditions because it is this good news for all, not our traditions, that are the reason the church exists.
It doesn’t matter whether or not we cross ourselves, as long as we are reminded every time we worship of God’s promises to us in baptism.  It doesn’t matter how we dress when we come for worship, as long as we answer the Spirit’s call to come together in the presence of God.  It doesn’t matter where we worship, because wherever 2 or 3 are gathered in Jesus’ name, Jesus has promised to be there.  It doesn’t matter what we say when we receive the bread and wine, as long as we know that it is Jesus’ very life broken and shed for us. 
Some traditions support these central truths of our faith in a very powerful way.  Some traditions actually get in the way of these truths. The real question is, what is truly reaching our hearts?  It is the good news of God’s love for us, for all people. It is the good news that God’s love calls us to care for all of God’s creation with the love God has for all of it. We hold these truths as central, as the lens through which we view everything we say, everything we do as the community of Christ’s believers so that what we say and do is inclusive and compassionate toward others. Amen. 
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