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Trinity 13; Mark 7  v.1-8,14,15, 21-23

I  go swimming three times a week at 6:30 in the morning. You get to know the group that goes 
there. It is quite small because it is so early. When I first went there I did three lengths, 

because I thought that would be quite easy. But after that I could only just get out of the pool - I 
was so exhausted! 

O f course it got better over time. I got accustomed to the place and I became quite protective 
over the lane I was swimming in. Then I felt myself keeping an eye on newcomers and 

resenting it when they went into my lane; I had feelings of private ownership. It feels good to set up 
familiarity for yourself and rules and regulations to protect your own habits. 

W ere these the rules and regulations the Pharisees and Scribes were so strong on? Now, there 
are some circumstances where rules and regulations are a matter of life and death. We won’t, 

quite rightly, pass the driving test until we know the Highway Code and put it into practice. How did 
the first Christians stand in relation to the rules and regulations of the Scribes and Pharisees? 

I n the Gospel they noticed that the disciples of Jesus did not observe the details of tradition 
with regard to the washing of hands before and during the meal. How easy I found it to fall into 

developing rules and regulations to protect my own position. The legalistic Jew could hate 
everybody, be full of envy and jealousy but that did not matter as long as they observed the correct 
laws. 

L egalism takes account of outward actions but takes no account of inward feelings. The 
fundamental question is how is our heart towards God and our neighbour. `if there is enmity, 

bitterness and pride in our hearts then not all the religious observances in the world will make us 
anything but a hypocrite. Jesus’ ministry, though God, was behind it. Welcomed by the people, it 
was brought to an ignominious end by the pride and blindness of the Jewish authorities. By the 
time of Jesus a formidable body of oral law had grown up. The Pharisaic party regarded it as of 
equal importance with the written law itself. 

W here was Christianity to stand on this matter? It is quite clear that Jesus comes down against 
such emphasis on the oral tradition. Jesus had a much freer attitude towards the legal 

commands. There is obviously a real divergence between Jesus and the orthodox Jew of his time. 
The Scribes had a passion for definition. They wanted the great moral principles of the Law 
amplified, expanded and broken down until they issued in hundreds of little rules and regulations 
governing every possible action and situation. 

T hat to the Pharisee and the Scribe was religion. It was ritual ceremonial regulations like that 
which they considered the essence of the service of God. To keep them was to please God to 

break them was to sin. But Jesus says something quite revolutionary. He has been arguing with 
the legal experts about various aspects of the traditional law. He has shown the irrelevance of 
elaborate hand washings. He has shown how rigid adherence to the traditional law can actually 
mean disobedience to God. 

B ut here he says something more startling yet. He declares that nothing that goes into us can 
defile us. He was wiping out the laws that had been proclaimed for generations. No wonder 

the disciples were amazed. Nothing that goes into a person from the outside can defile him. What 
defiles a person are his own actions and the product of the heart. And it is a truly terrible list which 
Jesus says comes from the human heart. 



I nstead of rules and regulations Jesus offers a relationship.”I call you friends,” Jesus tells his 
disciples (John 15v15). And this friendship is found in God’s labour for us as the one who 

comes alongside, creates, heals and unifies. A limited relationship at the beginning moves towards 
one that is based on the two parties involved. 

I t is uncomfortable and challenging, but richer and deeper than what preceded it. Christian 
tradition suggests that our relationship exists from the beginning. On the one hand, this is 

because we are inwardly shaped for intimacy with God. Thus we find ourselves longing for that 
which we lack. On the other hand, because there has never been a moment when God has not 
sought us, there is something we yearn for without knowing its shape. 

I t is meeting, it is love. It is the experience of being wholly loved in and for oneself: the love 
that enables us to know and befriend who we are. It is growing into freedom to love: to move 

beyond self-absorption and share all we have and are with one another. At the heart of the 
Christian revelation  is the understanding that humankind is made for love. It is a pattern of 
relationship that has its source in God and makes us whole. The lack we feel is the pain of 
separation for what we are made for but have yet to grow into. 

S t Augustine reflecting back on his own experience saw the human heart as restless until it 
found its resting place in God. We are like the pieces of a puzzle says Chris Chapman, 

strangely shaped, searching for a place of belonging, trying this way and that to solve the puzzle in 
the absence of a pattern, but all the time haunted by the sense that there is a pattern; we do 
belong, there is a logic to who we are. 

I t is as if we carry within us the echo of a forgotten meeting - the lost memory of a love and life 
so rich that nothing else will satisfy. A moment comes when in this way or that, we come to 

see how God is with us and for this moment we know we are with God. His name as given to 
Moses is “I am”, the source and end of all that is. “Where can I flee from your presence?” cries the 
psalmist; “if I take the wings of the morning, and settle at the farthest limits of the sea even there 
your hand shall feed me.” 

J esus invites us to stay in his company. Sometimes anxieties gather and the presence of God 
is beyond my grasp. But before his death Jesus gave his disciples words to see them through 

any feelings of separation “A little while and you will no longer see me, and again a little while and 
you will see me…You will weep and mourn… You will have pain, but your pain will turn into joy… I 
will see you again and your hearts shall rejoice and no one will take your John from you.” (John 
16v 17 - 22).
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