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Outcome 

Reading from the Old Testament: Hosea 6:6 

Reading from the Gospels: Matthew 15:1-2, 10-20 

Imagine if I was to apply to be a police detective. The person in 

front of me goes into the interview room and doesn't come out for three 

hours. It's okay, I have a good book to read. Wow, they put this young 

guy through an extensive battery of tests, mental fitness exams, 

personality profiles, and a grueling array of difficult role play scenarios. 

But this dude is nothing if not prepared. Tour in Afghanistan, college 

decathlete, Summa Cum Laude degree in criminology. And then, the 

interviewer smiles, gives the boilerplate speech about how competitive 

the application process is, the high quality of skills among the other 

applicants, and the opportunity to reapply, given the high probability of 

being denied the first go-round. She tells the applicant she'll be in touch 

and wishes him well.  

The guy comes out sweating, all wrung out, wiped out, and 

seemingly ready to pass out. Can't even manage to look up as I pass by 

him, chuckling to myself. "Poor guy. Doesn't stand a chance." I bop into 

that interview room supremely confident, knowing this won't take me 

more than thirty seconds. I don't even wait for the interviewer to speak. 
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I look her in the eye and simply say, "I raised two teenage boys." And 

she says, without a nanosecond of hesitation, "Here's you badge."  

Detective? Piece of cake. You may not have known it when you 

were cuddling that newborn in a soft blue blanket, but by the time he 

gets his high school diploma, your skills of interrogation will be stellar. 

You see, with boys, you have to be a crime scene investigator. Every 

question requires a follow-up. Did you finish your homework? Yes. Can I 

see it? He turns and heads back upstairs to open the uncracked book. 

Did you clean your room? Yes. Okay, let me ask it this way. If I was to 

walk through your room barefoot, would my feet ever actually touch the 

carpet? Back upstairs he goes.  

You know, as lazy as you think your kid may be, he does get quite 

a lot of exercise climbing the stairs to do what you had asked him to do 

before he came down the first time.  This next question, however, is a 

mystery to me, because you would think that by the third time he has to 

redo what you had asked for him to do, he would catch on. But mark my 

word, seven years later, he still won't have it down. Did you wash your 

hands? Yes. Did you use soap?  
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I don't get it. What's so taxing about it? Squirt. Rub. Rinse. You'd 

think it was nuclear fission. I don't get it. Now, to be fair, I was the kid 

whose parents would regale friends at cocktail parties about their son 

loving to play football in the mud, but still running inside every fifteen 

minutes to wash his hands. I mean, it's not a Howard Hughes kind of 

weird, but it's different. 

So, on the first reading of our text, I'd be tempted to stand with 

the Pharisees. "Why do your disciples break the tradition of the elders? 

For they do not wash their hands before they eat." Why, that's 

disgusting, I say, and if I was Jesus, I'd be saying, "Dudes! Get thee to a 

sink, and you had better come back smelling like Bath and Body 

Works!"  

There ought to be a law! Well, apparently there was. In Exodus, 

the Lord said to Moses, "You shall also make a basin of bronze, and its 

pedestal also of bronze, to wash with ... When they go into the Tent of 

Meeting, they shall wash with water, that they die not ... and it shall be 

a statute forever to them, to him and to his seed throughout their 

generations." It became a powerful symbol of cleansing before entering 

the presence of God. 
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After the destruction of the Temple, however, there was a change 

in the focus of handwashing. The rabbis, not wanting to lose the symbol 

and significance of preparing oneself to be in the presence of the Lord, 

moved the sanctity of the Temple to the dining room table, the table 

becoming in effect, the altar.  

With this change, the rabbis committed countless pages -- an 

entire tractate -- of the Talmud to the halakhot netilyat yadayim (nun-

tea-lot yuh-die-eem), Hebrew for "the laws of handwashing. This 

tractate discusses the ritual of handwashing, how it is practiced, what 

water is considered clean, and so on.  "Netilyat yadayim (handwashing) 

can be found 345 times in the Talmud, including in Eruvin 21b, where a 

rabbi refuses to eat while in a prison house before he has had the 

chance to wash his hands." (Chaviva Gordon-Bennett, Jewish Handwashing Rituals) 

Thus, the original command became increasingly complex and all 

encompassing. The benefit of good hygiene was beside the point. Even 

the spiritual experience of it took a back seat to the rules. The 

adherence to detail and enforcement became central. 
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If you grew up in a church, went to school, or lived in a small 

town, you understand how this happened. An event or activity is 

scheduled for no reason other than the opportunity for fellowship. 

There's a good crowd. Those attending thoroughly enjoy it. There is 

laughter, great food, good music, and an enriched sense of community. 

Folding tables and stacking chairs as the happy crowd leaves, the two 

organizers talk. "Dewey, that was so much fun. In fact, I don't know 

when I've had such a good time." "I agree Mary Nell. Everyone seemed 

to enjoy it. I think we ought to do it again next year." "What a great 

idea, Dewey. Let me get a notebook and a pencil so we can make a few 

notes." Somewhere, a preacher weeps. Notebooks can be dangerous. 

"Why Mary Nell, we just make a few tweaks, and next year it will be 

even better." 

Well, year two does bring a bigger crowd, and after that, a 

committee. By year four, the guidelines are laminated, and Dewey 

carries a flash drive with 56 documents on his keychain. The event is 

one well-oiled machine, with four storage units overflowing with 

equipment, supplies, a bounce house and six cast iron cookers. It's not 

as much fun anymore, but Dewey says he's doing it for the sake of the 
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families. By year eight, there is a lawsuit pending, and Mary Nell has a 

breakdown. "I can't take it anymore. I don't even remember why we're 

doing it, anyway. Whose foolish idea was it in the first place?" 

Hand washing. Netilyat yadayim. A sacred solemn ritual to 

consciously prepare your heart to be in the presence of the Lord. It can 

be a most meaningful experience. It is a sacred ritual in the Muslim 

world, also. In Istanbul, outside the mosques you will find these ornate 

public fountains, allowing the faithful to wash their hands and feet 

before entering the mosque, heeding the voice of the muezzin calling all 

to prayer. I was impressed by the solemn, faithful, unceremonious way, 

they went about the task. We were invited to also use the fountain, and 

there was a sense of the sacred in the simple act.  

Yet, imagine how that sense of the sacred would shatter if a 

referee was standing there blowing a whistle if you missed rinsing a 

knuckle. It would be like Coach Boone from Remember the Titans 

showing up for flag football at your family reunion. "We will be perfect 

in every aspect of the game. You drop a pass, you run a mile. You miss a 

blocking assignment, you run a mile. You make a fumble, I will break 
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my foot off in your John Brown hind parts, and then you will run a 

mile." A little over the top, don't you think?  

Netilyat yadayim. Imagine, an entire tractate of the Talmud 

dedicated to it. It shows up as the topic of a sentence 394 times! At what 

point does the obsession with getting it right begin to disrupt the 

purpose and meaning of the exercise. Squirt. Rub. Rinse. And to be safe, 

sing one complete verse of your favorite hymn or pray the Lord's prayer 

before reaching for a towel. Sounds pretty simple. Hiring the ritual 

police, though, could suck the meaning right out of it. 

It's not that Jesus is opposed to handwashing or meditative ritual 

or the sense of the sacred in the act of cleansing. Remember, Jesus is 

the one who knelt at his disciples' feet and lovingly washed them. Jesus 

knelt in the waters of the Jordan, receiving John's baptism. Jesus 

directed the blind man to the pool of Siloam. Jesus is not inattentive to 

hygiene, skittish around water, or opposed to ritual. What Jesus has a 

problem with is the same thing opposed by the prophets before him, and 

that is when practice precludes purpose. In the same way, what Jesus 

has a problem with is when purpose is not reflected in practice. And 

Jesus is forthright in pointing out that the Pharisees and scribes 
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complaining about the ritual shortcomings of the disciples, are actually 

the guilty ones, because their lives, intentions, words, and deeds do not 

reflect the purpose or meaning of the very rituals about which they are 

so meticulous. 

Jesus says, "Do you not see that whatever goes into the mouth 

enters the stomach, and goes out into the sewer? 18 But what comes out 

of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this is what defiles. 19 For 

out of the heart come evil intentions, murder, adultery, fornication, 

theft, false witness, slander. 20 These are what defile a person, but to 

eat with unwashed hands does not defile."  

Jesus, here, is echoing what the prophets had said time and again. 

Isaiah (which Jesus quotes): "These people draw near with their mouths 

and honor me with their lips, while their hearts are far from me, and 

their worship of me is a human commandment learned by rote." Amos: 

"I hate, I despise your festivals, and I take no delight in your solemn 

assemblies ... let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an 

ever-flowing stream." Hosea: "For I desire steadfast love and not 

sacrifice, the knowledge of God rather than burnt offerings." Micah: 

"With what shall I come before the Lord, and bow myself before God on 
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high? Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with calves a year 

old? ... He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord 

require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk 

humbly with your God?" 

Isn't it summed up in the contemporary proverb? "You can talk 

the talk, but do you walk the walk?" The fundamental question Jesus 

poses here is whether our lives (thought, word, and deed) reflect the 

faith we proclaim, the God we serve, the rituals we practice? 

And so, Jesus points out what should be clear to all, "what comes 

out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this is what defiles." I 

don't know if there could be a word that is any more timely, pertinent, 

or instructive in these mean-spirited days when such ugly intentions 

are revealed in the words and deeds of public voices, angry neighbors, 

and prickly partisans; words and deeds that run so counter to the very 

principles and values they proclaim as their own. 

It comes down to a question of what is essential in the lives we say 

we desire to live? 
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In the movie The Accountant, which admittedly has more than its 

share of violence, there is a great scene where the life of Ray King, a 

Treasury agent played by Academy Award winning actor, J.K. 

Simmons, is completely in the hands of a vigilante he has been 

tracking. Ray is asked, "Are you a good agent?" And Ray answers 

honestly, "No, not particularly." Then Ray is asked, "Is that it?" And 

again, Ray's basic character is revealed in his answer. "Kids, I've got ... 

I'm a dad. I've got two kids." "Grown?" "Yeah. Yes, they're all grown up." 

A short pause, and then Ray is asked, "Are you a good dad ... Raymond 

King?" And in a moment of clarity about what is most basic, most 

essential in life, Ray haltingly answers, "Yeah, I've been a good dad. I'm 

a lousy agent and a weak man, but that I didn't screw up. That, I got 

right." And with that the Accountant walks away. Ray didn't get a lot of 

things right, but stripped down to what is essential, what is most basic 

to his identity, we see the character of goodness and love revealed.  

If God is love, and we say we believe in God, then what is most 

essential, if it is not love? Rules, protocols, policies, laws, best practices, 

guidelines, habits may be important, maybe even very important, but if 

love is not present, as Paul would say, they become nothing more than a 
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banging gong, a clashing symbol. Maybe those solemn and staid 16th 

and 17th Century reformers were on to something when they passed 

down to us this maxim, "IN ESSENTIALS UNITY, IN NON-

ESSENTIALS LIBERTY, IN ALL THINGS CHARITY." Amen. 

 

  

   

  


