
  

Scripture Mark 7:1-8, 14-15, 21-23 NRSV 

Meditation Rituals or Ethics...what is more important?  Pastor Riva Tabelisma 

 

Please join me in prayer.  

Hide me in your glory, gracious and loving God. And may the words of my mouth and the meditation 

of my heart be acceptable to you, my redeemer, and my refuge. Amen. 

In 1988, there was a drama film that was directed by Martin Scorsese that was very controversial. So 

controversial that the lead actor Willem Dafoe stopped getting job offers for a couple of years 

immediately after doing this film. This movie is The Last Temptation of Christ. At the beginning of the 

movie, there is a disclaimer that this film was based on any of the New Testament narratives of the life 

and ministry of Jesus, and that the film is purely a work of art. But as I started reading the gospels 

(Matthew, Mark, Luke and John) with an academic perspective and having a more critical lens, I think 

about this film, and think that if I witnessed the life of Jesus first-hand, this movie is the most accurate 

portrayal. Although I wished Jesus was not a white man for more authenticity. In this film, the human 

nature of Jesus is to tactile and so real – including his conversations with the disciples and his 

arguments with the Jews and the Pharisees. The reason why I bring this up is because reading passages 

like the one today shows a robust narrative that I feel like watching snippets of this movie. Because is 

Jesus was really a compassionate person and the leader, then, he would really be reacting defensively 

when the Pharisees would say the things that they are saying about him and the disciples. In the couple 

of years that I was in seminary, one thing that I realized is that if we are to acknowledge that Jesus was 

both divine and human, we have to expect that Jesus, too, had the same emotions and reactions as we 

do. Jesus can be defensive if the people that are closed to him are being subjected to unfair judgement, 

as what we would do.  

If we are to look closely at our passage, this is one of those encounters that Jesus had with the Pharisees 

are one of the many encounters in the gospel that has compelling lessons that we can learn…and also 

invites us to think critically about our passage today. It is known that the Pharisees are strict followers 

of the law of the Torah…and there is nothing wrong with that. In human society, laws not just religious, 

are put in place so that there is order in our midst. In the different levels of our society, we create and 

set out laws that are makes sense in our context, because we also want to achieve equity in our midst. 

Imagine how our roads are going to be if there are no traffic rules? I, believe that Jesus, as a Jew is a 

strong follower of the laws of the Torah, too. He did not intend to create new laws for himself. But as I 

read today’s passage, here’s an interesting part that I see. Reading the chapters that preceded our 

passage today, we have seen how Jesus and the disciples have been doing their ministry. They were 

travelling to far places to heal the sick and feed the hungry. They, too, were grieving because they 

buried a beloved family and friend. They were tired both in body and spirit…and I bet it was the only 

time that they can rest and eat. So naturally, Jesus will be furious when he heard the Pharisees 

commenting about dirty hands being used to eat.  

In his anger, Jesus called the Pharisees and the scribes, hypocrites. It may sound a little harsh, especially 

in verses 21-23, but allow me to invite you to look back on where Jesus was coming from. If we are to 

look back at the time of Jesus, they were under the rule of the Roman empire, where oppression was 

happening. It is important to take into account that in chapter 6, John the Baptist was killed because he 

called out the bad things that the people in power were doing. But also, it is important to consider that 



  

unfortunately, the religious leaders at that time, were silent in the oppression that was happening. In 

the interest of the truce that they (religious leaders) had with the Roman government that if they do 

not interfere with how the government will be run, they will be allowed to continue doing their 

religious activities. This situation is in itself frustrating because the Pharisees were believed to be 

‘chosen’/called by God to enforce the law so that the people will feel God’s presence and love in their 

lives. If you ask me, the religious leaders were complicit in the oppression that the Jews were enduring 

and suffering. Having all of these precursors of the scene that we see that Jesus is having with the 

Pharisees, I understood his context. And he emphasized this on verse 8, ‘You abandon the 

commandment of God and hold to human tradition’. Jesus was not reinventing the laws of the Torah, 

but he was focusing on another aspect of the law – and that is focusing on the law of love that God 

wants the people to achieve. So, for Jesus, it was hypocrisy for the Pharisees to be more concerned 

about the disciples eating with defiled/dirty hands, than reacting on the death of John the Baptist. As I 

reflect on verses 21-23, I don’t think that Jesus was insinuating that the Pharisees were doing the sins 

that he mentioned but rather, he was evoking that because of the silence of the Pharisees against what 

is happening in their time. So, the handwashing before eating, was that relevant?  

Paul Tillich, a German-born 20th century theologian who fled the Nazi government, he is also one of 

favorite theologians (others are John Wesley, James Cone, John Cobb and Sallie McFague) argued that 

the reason why atheism existed was because religious people tolerated the Nazi rule so that they will 

not be persecuted. And that is the lesson that I am learning from our passage today. There are times 

that we can get caught up with the rituals – what we are used to doing. Because as I have mentioned in 

my past sermons, we seek what is familiar. It gives us comfort. In all of the anxieties that we are going 

through because of what is happening around us, the familiar, the routine, the ritual gives us assurance 

that there are still things that we can control. But just like the question that Jesus was raising to the 

Pharisees, are rituals still relevant in the midst of what is happening? When I was in seminary, my 

favorite passage that I had to exegete was Amos 5, when God is calling out Israel of their sins – which 

are breaking their covenant with God and idolatry. In this chapter, God said to the people through the 

prophet Amos in verses 21-23 – ‘I hate, I despise your festivals, and I take no delight in your solemn 

assemblies. Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them; 

and the offerings of well-being of your fatted animals I will not look upon. Take away from me the noise 

of your songs; I will not listen to the melody of your harps’. Because as what is the tradition, whenever 

the Israelites commit a sin, they have rituals that will cleanse them. But the most important thing that 

the Lord was seeking for the people is mentioned in verse 24 – ‘But let justice roll down like waters, and 

righteousness like an ever-flowing stream’. For God, the rituals does not matter if we are not pursuing 

the justice that the world needs. So, how will that look like in our present situation? How can we be 

more relevant in our faith journey, in our relationship with Christ and with God? Let me leave you this 

question – in the midst of the brokenness of our world, Rituals or Ethics...what is more important? May 

it be so. Amen. 


