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WASH NOT JUST MY HANDS BUT MY HEAD AS WELL 
Pastor Jim Dunn  
(With much indebtedness to Travis Scholl, Concordia Journal, Summer 2009, pp 302-304 and Wayne Lehrer, 

Concordia Pulpit Resources, Pentecost 15, 1994, pp 53-55) 

 

 

 

 

 

AUGUST 26, 2012 

13TH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST 

Mark 7:1-13 

Now when the Pharisees gathered to him, with some of the scribes who had come from 

Jerusalem, 2 they saw that some of his disciples ate with hands that were defiled, that is, 

unwashed. 3 (For the Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they wash their hands 

properly, holding to the tradition of the elders, 4 and when they come from the 

marketplace, they do not eat unless they wash. And there are many other traditions that 

they observe, such as the washing of cups and pots and copper vessels and dining 

couches. 5 And the Pharisees and the scribes asked him, “Why do your disciples not walk 

according to the tradition of the elders, but eat with defiled hands?” 6 And he said to 

them, “Well did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written, 

“‘This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me; 

7 in vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines the commandments of men.’ 

8 You leave the commandment of God and hold to the tradition of men.” 

9 And he said to them, “You have a fine way of rejecting the commandment of God in 

order to establish your tradition! 10 For Moses said, ‘Honor your father and your mother’; 

and, ‘Whoever reviles father or mother must surely die.’ 11 But you say, ‘If a man tells his 

father or his mother, “Whatever you would have gained from me is Corban”’ (that is, given 

to God)— 12 then you no longer permit him to do anything for his father or mother, 13 thus 

making void the word of God by your tradition that you have handed down. And many 

such things you do.” 
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He is considered one of the pioneers of antiseptic procedures. His name was Dr. Ignaz 

Semmelweis, and in 1846 he was appointed chief resident of Vienna General Hospital. 

At that time, Vienna General offered two free maternity wards to underprivileged 

women, referred to simply as First Clinic and Second Clinic.  

 

Semmelweis wasn’t on the job long before he noticed that women begged on their 

knees not to be admitted to First Clinic. They would sooner give birth in the streets than 

at First Clinic. He had to find out why. He discovered that one in ten women died at 

First Clinic from puerperal fever. The percentage of deaths was far lower at Second 

Clinic. Sickened by this, through further discovery he found that the only difference 

between the two clinics was that at Second Clinic midwives were being trained. But 

First Clinic was where the instruction of medical students took place, medical students 

who were trained by working on cadavers.  

 

Now, in 1846 germs had not yet been discovered. Without that knowledge, doctors 

were not so careful about washing their hands. Even without knowledge of germs, 

Semmelweis developed a theory that cadaverous particles on the hands of the 

medical students were the cause of puerperal fever. He instituted a policy of hand 

washing with chlorine bleach. The result was the death rate at First Clinic dropped 90% 

in the first month alone. The sad thing was that outside of Vienna General, 

Semmelweis’s theory was rejected and, even, ridiculed.  

 

After Semmelweis lost his position, the death rate at First Clinic went back to where it 

had been. Today, Semmelweis Reflex is a term used to describe the reflex-like rejection 

of a new idea merely because it contradicts entrenched beliefs. 

 

Entrenched beliefs about hand washing would describe the position of the Pharisees. 

In their defense, Israel had received from God so many laws regarding worship and 

the sacrifices and the priesthood. It probably seemed like no big deal to the Pharisees 

to add a few more. And that’s what they had done with hand washing. The original 

law given by the Lord applied only to the priests. “When they approach the altar to 

minister by presenting an offering made to the Lord by fire, they shall wash their hands 

and feet so that they will not die.” (Exodus 30:20-21)  
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The Pharisees had expanded this law to apply to everyone and to various situations: 

“The Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they give their hands a ceremonial 

washing… and they observe many other traditions, such as the washing of cups, 

pitchers, and kettles.” (Mark 7:3-4) According to their rationale, unwashed hands 

could defile God’s sacred gift of food. The Pharisees weren’t thinking about germs. 

They were thinking about spiritual purity. Since the law applied to everyone, what was 

up with Jesus’ disciples? The Pharisees asked Jesus, “Why do Your disciples eat with 

unwashed hands?”  

 

Well, what are hungry disciples to do with defiled hands? Jesus could have explained 

to the Pharisees that He and His disciples were busy healing people (see Mark 6:53-56). 

They barely had time to eat, let alone go through the ceremonial hand washing. So, 

Jesus’ response to their question sounds harsh: “Well did Isaiah prophesy of you 

hypocrites, as it is written, ‘This people honors Me with their lips, but their heart is far 

from Me; in vain do they worship Me, teaching as doctrine the commandments of 

men.’ You leave the commandment of God and hold to the tradition of men.” (Isaiah 

29:13, Mark 7:6-8) 

 

What made Jesus so angry? Well, He tells us. Within the same breath He went on to 

talk about another of the Pharisees’ laws: the one regarding Corban. According to 

that law, any offering laid on the altar belonged to the Lord. Or, a person could 

announce that some personal possession was Corban. It was a vow or promise to give 

that personal possession to the Lord as an offering. Sounds innocent enough. But Jesus 

accused the Pharisees of using of this law to help people get out of having to take 

care of elderly parents.  

 

Jesus accused the Pharisees of letting go of God’s command to honor father and 

mother in favor of holding to a manmade law, a human tradition. Jesus was in effect 

saying, “You think God’s sacred gift of food can be defiled by the hand. Yet, you use 

the same hand to take hold of personal property and vow that it is an offering to God, 

so that you may withhold it from your parents in their time of need. Talk about your 

defiled hands. 
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But are our own hands so clean? Separate but Equal… Jim Crow laws… they were the 

law in America fifty years ago. What would Jesus have said about those laws and 

traditions? In Jesus’ day, there was a road that ran from Galilee, through Samaria, and 

right into Jerusalem. But the Jews did not use that road. They would go the long way 

around to avoid the Samaritans. Jesus traveled through Samaria. Sat with the 

Samaritan woman at a Samaritan well. Drank water from her own Samaritan dipper. 

(John 4:1-42) So, what would Jesus have said about “separate but equal”? That 

behind that American law, that American tradition, was a great evil. How could a 

“Christian nation” get it so wrong?  

 

So, are we certain that all of our current laws, traditions, and “Christian” ways of 

thinking are in line with what Jesus taught? Would you and I stake our eternity on it? 

We’re still sinners. Our hands are not clean. All of us are capable of turning God’s laws 

upside down. All of us – as we sang in the hymn a few minutes ago: “All offerings 

smeared by guilty hands.”  

 

Our hands are defiled, and we are still hungry. What are hungry disciples to do with 

defiled hands? Jesus invites us to eat and drink! Defiled hands and all! But He does not 

let us off the hook. Instead, His own undefiled hands were hooked with nails to a beam 

of wood to suffer and die for our guilty hands, in order to cleanse away all our sins. 

And His own undefiled hands bear the healed scars of His resurrection. So that He may 

invite us to take and eat the bread that is His body and take and drink the wine that is 

His blood.  

 

This we take and eat and take and drink with defiled hands in that meal that gives us 

a fresh start… in that meal that enables us to make confession of our sins of the past… 

in that meal in which the Lord binds us together hand-in-hand with sinners of every 

color and ethnic group and nationality. In that meal in which we receive afresh the 

forgiveness of sins Jesus’ death and resurrection gained for us. In that meal that 

enables us to say in some other words of Isaiah: “The meek shall obtain fresh joy in the 

Lord, and the poor among mankind shall rejoice in the Holy One of Israel.” (Isaiah 

29:19) 

Amen 


