
 

Gospel   Mark 7: 1–8, 14–15, 21–23 
Today we return to reading St Mark’s Gospel, where we pick up the story after 
Jesus’s Feeding of the Five Thousand. His fame grew amongst the local people 
who brought the sick to him to cure. 
The Pharisees and Scribes came from Jerusalem  
They represent the Judean urban elite, prominent Jewish leaders who have 
heard about Jesus and his disciples. They follow to the letter the tradition of 
the elders, a body of unwritten laws which they consider as binding as the Law 
of Moses. 
His disciples were eating with unclean hands 
This is a veiled criticism of Jesus; he did not train his disciples properly. 
The point here is not one of hygiene but rather of failing to follow ritual 
purification practices. This law at first only applied to priests (Exodus 30: 17–
21), but the Pharisees seek to extend it to all Jews, possibly to affirm their 
identity as a different group, especially during Roman occupation. 
It was, however, much more difficult for Jews who lived in the country to 
follow those rules; they did not have the same access to water, nor to the time 
or money needed. 
There are so many other observances 
Mark takes time to explain to his Gentile audience the standard Jewish laws 
concerning ritual purification. 
You hypocrites 
In ancient Greek, the word means ‘actor’, someone who plays a part. For 
Jesus, the detailed ritual washing is a pretend action.  
You put aside the commandment of God 
This is the cornerstone of Christian belief: ‘Love the Lord your God and love 
your neighbour as yourself’. 
You cling to human traditions 
Jesus is not condemning ritual washing as such; what he objects to is that the 
Pharisees seek to displace God from being the centre of their lives in favour of 
rules handed down from tradition. They are more concerned with the letter of 
the Law rather than its spirit. 
It was important for Mark to reassure his Gentile readers. Tensions between 
Jewish and Gentile Christians are present. St Paul also mentions them in his 
letter to the Galatians (Chapter 2). 
It is from within that evil intentions emerge 
Being unclean comes not from eating this or that food, or from washing or not 
washing, but from an impure heart. At that time the heart was seen as the seat 
of free will – conscience, as well as emotions. 

Psalm 14 (15) 

This psalm is often thought to be for an entrance liturgy, or it could also be 
seen as a sort of ‘refresher course’ for pilgrims arriving in Jerusalem on 
their annual pilgrimage. The Temple had gate-keepers, ‘so that no-one who 
was in any way unclean might enter’ (2 Chron 23: 19). Those arriving ask 
who can come in, and the priest (a Levite) answers. As he does so, he 
reminds them of what is needed to be a true disciple. 

For the Psalmist God lives on a ‘holy mountain’, and the Temple is God’s 
house; the place where God dwells. The necessary qualities needed to 
encounter God here require a person to: 

• Do good deeds (‘walking without fault’) and be just and truthful (‘act 
with justice, speak the truth’).  

• Take care of one’s family and be a good neighbour (‘do no wrong to 
one’s kindred, cast no slur on a neighbour’) 

• Keep company with those who revere the Lord (‘honour those who 
fear the Lord’) 

• Charge no interest on loans and accept no bribes (‘take no interest ... 
accept no bribes’) 

Those who do this will ‘stand firm’– sometimes also translated as ‘not 
stumbling’, which in the Old Testament was akin to being ruined. 

Early Israelite society was mostly agrarian and poor, so only absolute 
necessities would be lent, and charging those in need was seen as 
unreasonable. When the economy later became commerce -based, interest 
could be charged, but only on non essential goods (see Exodus 22: 15, 
Leviticus 25: 36, Deuteronomy 23: 19). 

These points of upright behaviour do not relate to correct liturgical 
practices, but to leading a good life, and trusting in God’s support. 
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