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Rules and Righteousness 
Mark 7:1-8 

 
 If you have followed the news recently, you know the Roman Catholic 
Church is in crisis—a crisis, many would argue, is of their own making—a 

crisis, however, that shakes the earth for us all.  It could well be the 
iconoclastic times we’re in, but even Pope Francis is now in the crosshairs 

of the clergy abuse scandal that has rocked the institutional church and the 
faith of our Catholic friends.   

After the release of the Pennsylvania grand jury’s report revealing the 

coverup of long-standing sexual abuse in Catholic dioceses involving over 
300 priests and at least 1,000 children, prominent figures in current 

Catholicism are now being scrutinized.  Of the many mentioned in this 
report is Cardinal Donald Wuerl, Archbishop of Washington D.C, who 

allegedly helped to hide the extent of the problems while he was presiding 
over the Pittsburgh diocese.  Meanwhile, the Archbishop’s predecessor in 
D.C., Cardinal Theodore McCarrick, himself has been accused of sexual 

misconduct of his own involving children and seminarians—a grievous 
record that allegedly Pope Francis was told of three years ago, but did not 

act upon, according to a stinging epistle by Cardinal Carlo Viganó—a bitter 
rival of Francis’s, who has gone so far as to call for the pope to resign. Yet, 
by his own admission, Cardinal Viganó was aware of the allegations against 

Cardinal McCarrick back in 2006, yet himself did nothing.  Not only that, 
as Vatican representative to the U.S. until the current pope removed him 

the post, Viganó socialized with McCarrick in the nation’s capital on several 
occasions.  It’s breathtaking to take all of this in as the accusations of 

wrongdoing rise like a moral tsunami crashing against the normally 
impenetrable walls of Vatican City.  It’s horrendous to consider that people 
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of faith could be so willingly callous and complicit to crime against the most 
vulnerable.  Our friend Francis has had much more on his mind this past 

week than merely quelling an Irish rebellion!   
 How this will all settle out is hard to tell, but the common view is that 

the weight of evidence lies more with the grand jury than the papal 
adversaries in the Church.  The spiritual fallout must be devastating 

everyone from the dioceses to local parishes, as it reinforces a continuing 
estrangement between parishioners and their institutional leaders.  Many 
Catholics are dismayed, wondering what or who can reform the church at 

this point, enough to restore a modicum of confidence and commitment to 
its place in their lives and in the world.   

How the Vatican addresses all of this is yet to be seen.  Frankly, any 
measure taken will be criticized as not enough to account for all the victims 
and the many offenders now deceased.  Is it solely a lack of institutional 

accountability—where the church systematically covered up crimes and 
wrongly protected priests?  That alone would require significant 

institutional reform.  But to conservatives like Viganó, it’s more than that.  
They have called for the Vatican’s uncompromising condemnation and 

punishment of the “homosexual culture” within the Church.  That will be 
countered by others on the opposite end of the spectrum who have pressed 
for an end to required celibacy for the priesthood, as well as to completely 

transform the patriarchal nature of Catholicism by introducing women into 
leadership roles, including within the Vatican hierarchy.  It will be a battle 

royal, though it’s hard to foresee who will remain standing in time and 
whose vision for the Church will guide its future.  If ever there was a time to 

ask, what would Jesus do?     
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There can be no pointing of fingers here, as these types of moral 
crimes (which are rooted in authority and power) are not limited to 

Catholicism.  Unfortunately, this also occurs in Protestant and Orthodox 
churches.  So, it is something larger and more germane to our individual 

and collective witness to the gospel.  It is more than institutional reform.  It 
is a matter of rethinking our faith and practice, even to the point of 

reexamining what it means to be spiritually and morally righteous.  
“Righteousness” lies at the heart of what we are to be in our calling to 

follow Christ.  But what is often missed is that “right relations” is what lies 

at the heart of the meaning of righteousness, i.e., acting in appropriate ways 
that protect the dignity, welfare, and rights of the ones to whom we are 

relating.  Conventional notions of Christianity passed down through the 
ages often confuse spiritual righteousness with personal devotion or a pious 
life—as if righteousness is a matter of maintaining religious purity and 

moral perfection—of separation from the world and its sinful nature.  
Entire branches of Christendom have been formed around this perception 

of a holy life.  To the average layperson, righteousness often seems like the 
dedicated vocation priests and pastors are called to for the sake of 

representing Christ in the world as perfectly as they can.  There are many 
verses in Christian Scriptures and tradition that would reflect this ambition.  
Thus, to be Christlike means to be holy and distinct from the world—

unstained by the desires and sinful passions that define human nature, with 
moral standards so high, they are virtually impossible to attain and, frankly, 

set everyone up for failure.   
Therein lies the problem.  This common understanding of 

righteousness invariably creates hypocrisy and false piety because of 
internal and external rules and roles that privilege some and diminish 
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others, that deny human passions and desires to where they rise up to 
corrupt people, that set up the most diligent and devout for moral failure 

and constant guilt—all due to a misunderstanding of the meaning and 
character of spiritual righteousness.   

The Hebrew word for “righteousness” is the very same term as used 
for “justice,” i.e., saddiq.  They are synonyms.  Justice refers to what is 

right, fair, and appropriate in a moral situation.  It is rooted in human 
relationships and making them right; it’s not about one’s devotion to God.  
Piety tends to be self-evaluative, where people examine every blemish 

within them which must be corrected or atoned for, i.e., how pure and 
blameless can I be before God?  This is often why piety fosters chronic guilt 

as well as, at times, a “holier than thou” attitude, because one’s energy and 
focus is on being more perfect, where the only measurement available to us 
is how we stack up relative to others.  It makes righteousness about our 

personal perfection, just like the rich, young ruler who obeyed all the 
religious rules perfectly, but in doing so, removed himself from engaging 

the world around him.  Therefore, when Jesus told him to sell all his 
possessions and give the proceeds to the poor, he walked away at a loss, 

bewildered and befuddled by this divine claim upon him to be good.   
Justice and righteousness, on the other hand, are relational in their 

orientation, along the lines of how can I improve/correct/restore this 

relationship I have with another?  Righteousness seeks to find ways to heal 
what is broken in relationships, to restore what makes them right and 

equitable, mutually beneficial to both.  It also seeks justice for those who 
have been denied it, so to heal their brokenness and to hopefully make 

things right.  Thus, when we speak of Jesus’ sinless life, this is what we’re 
talking about—he was the model, not for following the standard rules of 
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piety, but for how we are to be in relationship with others.  This type of 
righteousness is what brings us hope through the means to be more like 

Christ.   
This difference in moral orientation is what lies behind Jesus’ 

response to the purity rules promoted by the Pharisees in our text from 
Mark.  This is a story about a conflict arising from a disagreement over 

religious practices, namely, those who followed the rules as in the Pharisees 
and those who didn’t (Jesus’ followers), who were criticized for their lack of 
respect and compliance with the traditions of the elders, namely, the kosher 

laws around hygiene.  Certainly, the grand tradition made it a matter of 
custom and community rule within certain sects of Judaism at the time, but 

by no means were the laws of purity followed by a clear majority of Jews 
(contrary to Mark’s claim).   

For one thing, it wasn’t practical.  Most of the kosher etiquette was 

never prescribed by Moses in the Torah; much of it was handed down by 
tradition, one generation after another.  But because it was midrash 

(rabbinic commentary) and tradition, it maintained a sacred taboo-like 
authority for mealtime practices, such as washing one’s hands before the 

meal, using clean utensils and the like, and offering only food that was 
considered ritually clean.   

The offense the more urbane Jerusalem Pharisees cited when sharing 

a meal with Jesus and his followers among the Galilean peasant-class was 
that these “country bumpkins” didn’t observe any of these mealtime norms.   

They were perceived as crude and unclean, hence, morally lacking, which 
would deem them as unfit and unrighteous before God. 

Now, I admit, my personal preference in hygiene would likely fall 
closer to that of the Pharisees.  I cannot imagine eating my meal without 
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first washing my hands, or using clean utensils and pans, or making sure 
the food was safe to eat.  This is part of our world and its proper etiquette—

customs, mind you, that are born of genuine concern for health and hygiene 
(which, I assume, most of the kosher laws were, as well). 

However, I learned a very important lesson a few years ago, i.e., a 
concern for hygiene is often a mark of privilege.  A few of us from Noank 

were visiting Chiapas in southern Mexico, which included an overnight in 
the small, remote Mayan village of Chacacal.  This tiny collective of a few 
Mayan families had lived in this semi-jungle area for generations, but only 

recently received access to electricity when the Mexican state installed lines 
to a couple of buildings.  They had no sanitation system; for us, they dug a 

deep hole in the ground and crossed it with a couple of planks we could 
stand on while we squatted.  They lacked running water, and their only 
supply was a dank pool that was refreshed with rainstorms and a trench 

that was dug from the local river.  We were strictly warned against drinking 
the water, as it was contaminated from animal and human waste and 

certainly from fertilizers in the runoff from fields upstream.  
When we shared a meal, I admit, I was a bit squeamish as none of the 

food was washed, nor were the hands preparing it, but the bowls and 
utensils had been rinsed in water pulled up in a plastic bucket from the 
common pool.  I wasn’t alone in my hesitation.  At first, it was awkward to 

try to avoid their humble, but generous, hospitality, when we were provided 
more than they typically enjoy on a given day.   

I realized what I perceived as their lack of hygiene was not a matter of 
personal choice or crude indecency, but instead, a matter of communal 

injustice.  They had no control over the farmers that polluted their river—
they had no standing or political voice.  The people of Chacacal lacked 
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appropriate sanitation because they were not included in the public health 
program of the Mexican state, which largely ignored the problem and left 

them to their primitive customs and poverty.   
Cleanliness may proverbially be considered next to godliness, but it 

dawned on me, it also is a clear sign of privilege.  In fact, religious purity 
codes of any kind are usually only attainable by those who can afford to 

abstain from the poverty of the world and its oft deplorable conditions (in 
which case, the “rules of righteousness” can’t apply).  This would have been 
equally true in Jesus’ time, as in this story, the Jerusalem elite were 

disturbed by the profane customs and conditions of the Galilean peasantry 
that didn’t measure up to the more righteous standards of their temple life.  

Poverty and powerlessness can’t afford to abide by standards of purity. 
Purity codes, as often instituted in religious systems, end up rarely 

being a statement about one’s relationship with and respect for God; more 

frequently, they are a measurement of where one stands in relation and 
respect to one’s neighbors—how social systems are divided up, i.e., who’s 

got power and privilege and who doesn’t, who’s clean or unclean, pious or 
impious, righteous or unrighteous.  Not surprisingly, those who are poor 

and underprivileged are often on the losing end of those moral 
assessments. Jesus made this point very clear, time and time again, in story 
after story, in chapter and verse, as the unread portion of this passage 

demonstrates.  Let me offer a rather crude sampling from verse 15 and 
following: 

…there is nothing outside a person that by going in can defile, but the things that 
come out are what defile. …Do you not see that whatever goes into a person from 
outside cannot defile, since it enters, not the heart, but the stomach, and [comes 
out as waste]?” (Thus, he declared all foods clean.)  And he said, “It is what comes 
out of a person that defiles.  For it is from within, from the human heart, that evil 
intentions come: fornication, theft, murder, adultery, avarice, wickedness, deceit, 
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licentiousness, envy, slander, pride, folly.  All these evil things come from within, 
and they defile a person.  (Mk. 7:15 ff) 
 

 That’s why we as well must be very careful about our sensibilities 

about religious rights and wrongs—about rules, spoken and unspoken, and 
our reactions to people who don’t measure up to what we desire for 

ourselves—what we judge to be proper attire, behavior, or appearance, 
particularly when it comes to our religious life.  The rules of etiquette, along 

with religious tradition and those of convention often mask underlying 
injustices and class privileges.  Which is to say, if we exclude or look down 
upon anyone over how they look or how they conduct themselves because 

we don’t consider it fitting in a church or even for a meal, we risk 
misrepresenting the very Gospel we presume we’re honoring and 

protecting!  Righteousness is not for our standing with God, but for our 
standing with others.   

In a world defined by true righteousness, holiness has more to do 

with how we view, engage, and treat our neighbor than how piously perfect 
and blameless we portray ourselves to be.  Clearly, self-righteousness, by 

definition, is the moral opposite of true righteousness. 
 I hope that we, in this scandalous era, will regain sight of the very 

mercy Jesus was proclaiming in his Gospel—a righteousness that, if 
embraced and readily applied, may be the only thing that will redeem and 
restore the Christian church—not only as an institution—but as a 

meaningful presence and spiritual gift to a world that has sorely lost its 
original, and divinely-intended, blessing. 

      The Rev. Dr. Paul C. Hayes 
      Noank Baptist Church, Noank CT 
      2 September 2018 


