
The word is grace 

 
     Now when the Pharisees and some of the scribes who had come from Jerusalem gathered 

around [Jesus], they noticed that some of his disciples were eating with defiled hands, that is, 

without washing them. (For the Pharisees, and all the Jews, do not eat unless they thoroughly wash 

their hands, thus observing the tradition of the elders; and they do not eat anything from the market 

unless they wash it; and there are also many other traditions that they observe, the washing of cups, 

pots, and bronze kettles.) So the Pharisees and the scribes asked him, “Why do your disciples not 

live according to the tradition of the elders, but eat with defiled hands?” He said to them, “Isaiah 

prophesied rightly about you hypocrites, as it is written, 

     ‘This people honors me with their lips, 

 but their hearts are far from me; 

      in vain do they worship me, 

 teaching human precepts as doctrines.’ 

You abandon the commandment of God and hold to human tradition.” 

     Then he called the crowd again and said to them, “Listen to me, all of you, and understand: 

there is nothing outside a person that by going in can defile, but the things that come out are what 

defile.  For it is from within, from the human heart, that evil intentions come: fornication, theft, 

murder, adultery, avarice, wickedness, deceit, licentiousness, envy, slander, pride, folly. All these evil 
things come from within, and they defile a person.” 

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

 

 You don’t often see Jesus go on the defensive.  There are plenty of occasions in the 

gospels when Jesus has heated dialogues and confrontations with Pharisees and religious 

leaders, but usually he’s the one asking the troubling questions.  But this time, it seems they 

have pushed one of his buttons.  Maybe it was because they were picking on his disciples. 

 The Pharisees are, of course, correct for calling out the disciples because they do 

not wash their hands before a meal.  But this had nothing to do with personal hygiene.  

Washing hands and utensils and even food was a way of setting these things apart from their 

common use and giving even the most mundane things of daily life a sacred function—a kind 

of baptism of daily items.  It was a tradition that had developed over many generations, a 

way of taking the law of Moses and enacting it or embodying it in everyday life.  And Jesus 

was certainly not opposed to embodying the law of Moses.  He explicitly states on more 

than one occasion that he did not come to abolish the law and the prophets, but rather to 

fulfil them.  (Matthew 5:17-18)  He even tells his disciples and followers that unless their 

righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, they would never enter the realm of 

God.  (Matthew 5:20) 

 So it isn’t that Jesus is opposed to traditions like the ritual washing that the Pharisees 

practice and he’s not suggesting that we just completely abandon the ancient traditions 

based on the law of Moses.  But what he is saying in this encounter is that there is more to 

a life of faith than just blindly and mindlessly following some rules and laws and 

commandments.  

 What Jesus is talking about here really goes back to something that the prophet 

Jeremiah wrote.  He said that the days were surely coming when God would create a new 

covenant, would bring into being a new way of being in relationship with God’s people.  

God says, “I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be 

their God, and they shall be my people.”  (Jeremiah 31:31-33) 



 The issue is not the law itself, just as with Jesus it is not the traditions themselves.  It 

is getting so caught up in the minutiae of the rules and laws and traditions that we lose sight 

of the intention of God behind these human traditions.   

 To put it succinctly, what Jesus says here is that we do not live by the law; we live by 

grace.  Before we can even attempt to follow the commandments, or understand their 

meaning, God has already claimed us and loved us unconditionally. There is nothing we have 

to do to earn or deserve God’s love; it comes as a gift of pure grace.  

But still, we have to be careful about presuming on the grace of God, or settling for 

what Dietrich Bonhoeffer calls “cheap grace.” We begin with God’s grace, but we also 

remember that even the commandments and traditions are part of God’s graciousness, a 

guide to living as God intends us to live. So, grace doesn’t nullify the commandments of 

God. And sometimes you have to feel the full weight of those rules and traditions in order 

to better understand or more fully experience the grace the supports them. 

 Bob Lively is an ordained Presbyterian pastor who for 23 years wrote a column for 

the Austin American-Statesman.  He tells this story about his final year in High School back in 

the early 1960s in Dallas, Texas. 
 “I suspect that there are four institutions that shaped those of us raised on the 

wrong side of the Trinity River twenty-five years ago—they were the family, the church, the 

school, and Miss Mabel. 

 “Miss Mabel began her teaching career in 1925 when the first coat of paint was still 

fresh on our high school.  By the time the school’s first computer assigned me to her senior 

English class, she had achieved the status of legend.  The strongest feature of her reputation 

concerned her absolute demand for classroom decorum.  The discipline in her classes 

served as the standard by which three decades of student teachers were judged. . . . 

 “A facet of her reputation centered on her rigidity with the class fan.  She would not 

turn the thing on until the first day of May in each new school year.  It made no difference 

to Miss Mabel if some quirk in October’s temperament sent the mercury to 97, or if April 

chose to herald summer.  The fan remained dormant.  It was turned on at 8:30 a.m. on the 

first school day in May, just as it had for the previous 38 years. . . . 

 “I have never pushed myself on any writing project like I did on the senior theme 

that I owed Miss Mabel.  I spent that December constructing the perfect introductory 

sentence.  By the end of March, I had completed the final draft, and when the rains arrived 

to soften winter’s grip upon my mother’s gardenia beds, I was typing beneath the glare of a 

desk lamp. 

 “On the morning that Miss Mabel flipped the switch of her fan, I joined my 

classmates in turning in the final product.  For the next two weeks, the fan hummed, and I 

drew a slash mark through each new morning on the calendar.  It was less than 14 days 

before I was to be unleashed upon the world as a high school graduate.  I’d already been 

accepted to college, my tux was rented, and my Dad’s best friend had lent me his 

convertible for prom night. 

 “Somewhere in the twilight of that semester, Tim Holland reached under Patsy 

Smith’s desk and lifted the brown paper bag which contained the lunch her mother had 

packed just hours before.  He grinned as he pulled a mustard-soaked baloney sandwich from 

the folded wax paper. 

 “For no apparent reason, Tim flipped the sandwich to me as Miss Mabel warbled on 

about the wonders of Keats.  I wanted to scream I was so frightened, but instead, in panic, I 
flipped the sandwich into the whirling blades of the fan. 

 “The thing bounced with a quick thump, and then I heard the startling slap of baloney 

hitting the chalk board above Miss Mable’s lectern.  I squeezed shut my eyes in the vain 

belief that I had escaped forever this moment. 



 “An ominous silence eroded my resolved, and I slowly pried open my eyes only to 

stare in the face of the incredible sight of Miss Mable glaring at me with her hair topped with 

mustard.  I’d always thought she resembled Queen Victoria, but as she, with typical dignity, 

marched toward her door, she looked for second like a walking State Fair of Texas corny 

dog. 

 “Of course, I confessed, and she remained with me long enough in the principal’s 

office to inform both of us that I was not to graduate with my class.  Like Job, I wanted to 

rend my clothes and lie prostrate on the ground in anguish.  Instead, I moped and gave up 

eating supper. 

 “Miss Mabel returned the papers on the final day of class.  She did not, of course, call 

my name, and I could tell right off by the expressions on the faces of my classmates that the 

B’s and C’s were as common as fleas on my dog. 

 “The final bell liberated us forever from Miss Mabel’s influence.  I rose from my desk 

feeling numb, but at the same time, living with enough awareness to dread summer school. 

 “Miss Mabel broke the silence by calling my name.  She pointed to a single theme 

placed squarely in the center of her desk.  Then she walked to the door. 
 “With shaking hands, I lifted the paper from her desk and focused my eyes on the 

impossible.  Beneath her lengthy comments, she had scribbled a simple “A-.” 

 “As I turned toward the door, I worked hard to suppress a smile.  Suddenly I felt like 

hugging this woman, but what reason remained attached to my thinking informed me that 

school boys have no right to hug living legends. 

 “Instead, I tried a mere “thank you,” but she hushed me with this admonition.  “Bob, 

the word is Grace.  Don’t you ever forget it.” 

 “I never have.”  (On Earth As It Is . . ., pp. 7-9) 

 We do not live by rules and laws and traditions.  We do not live by fear of 

punishment.  We live by grace alone. 

 May we never forget it. 
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