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      Thirteenth Sunday after Pentecost – August 22, 2021

“…but their heart is far from me…” (Mark 7:6)

Once again, Jesus’ critics are seeking to trip him up in order to discredit 
him. The Pharisees try to get Jesus into a debate about purity laws. They 
accuse the followers of Jesus of not properly washing their hands. Their 
concern is not hygiene or germs but rather with a ritual obedience to the 
law. These religious leaders are nitpickers about following every jot and 
tittle of the law. Jesus’ critics are making a very serious charge about his 
followers being lazy in their hand washing. Instead of dismissing them, 
Jesus intensifies the demands of the law by saying we should not get hung 
up on outward obedience but ought to be concerned with the inward heart.

Jesus quotes Isaiah, who criticizes those who honor God by saying all 
the right things and then fail to honor God with their hearts. Jesus warns 
them not to get obsessed on the “external” and then immediately ignore 
the “internal.”

Maybe you go to church because you want to go somewhere God can get 
to you and work on your heart. You may be in a situation you can’t change 
and realize you have a better chance of changing yourself than of changing 
others. You may be unable to change your world, but with God anything 
is possible, so maybe your heart can change. The problem may not be the 
situation the world is in but rather the situation our heart is in.

We can listen to Jesus. You may go to church hoping for a few uplifting 
ideas, or to hear about Christian beliefs and practices. But Jesus turns it all 
back on us, forcing us to look inside, to examine ourselves, to self-reflect 
and take an inventory of our heart. You listen to Jesus, who warns us about 
taking care of the externals of the faith and overlooking the internals. We 
are here looking toward Jesus, and like a mirror, he turns our gaze back on 
ourselves.

Jesus does not condemn our outward acts of piety and religious practice 
like going to church, listening to sermons, serving and helping our neighbor. 
And yet he says to us today, “That’s not good enough. Look inside yourself. 
Allow me to work in your life to bring you closer to me and my will for your 
life. Let me combine the internal with the external, and make your heart 
right.” Amen.
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