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What are some of your favorite holiday traditions? 
 
 
Share a time when you were part of clash of traditions? 
 
 
What do you see as the purpose for traditions? 
 
 
What do you imagine to be the greatest risk for people who 
are very diligent about their religious traditions? 
 
 
 
Name some examples of when traditions in church risk 
excluding people? 
 
 
How can traditions come in conflict with the moral principle 
they might have been meant to support? 
 
 
How can “Everybody’s Welcomed, Nobody’s Perfect, 
Anything Is Possible” help prevent hypocritical 
traditionalism? 
 
 
Which of your traditions needs reviewing? 
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March 21, 2015 Florida Hospital Seventh-day Adventist Church 
Mark 7:1-23 Being Successful at Missing the Point: What Happens 
When Tradition Becomes More Appealing Than Truth? by Andy 
McDonald 
 
I love the opening scene of “Fiddler on the Roof” as Tevye explains 
that in their little village everyone is in the precarious position of a 
fiddler on the roof. 
 
TRADITION clip from movie 
 
Traditions are usually practices that become so much a part of life that 
we may not even notice them.  They are like the window we look 
through to see the world, and we may become so studious of what’s 
beyond the window that we forget the window is even there. 
 
Today on the way here you drove on the right side of the road.  I know 
that because you are here and not wrecked off the road somewhere.  
But why?  Why the right hand side of the road and not the left?  At one 
point it was considered the standard tradition everywhere to drive on 
the left because that enabled you to defend yourself with the right hand 
if an enemy met you on the road.   But with the arrival of fire arms it 
became more advantageous to have your gun tucked under your left 
arm and then to rest it on your left arm as you fired across at a person 
arriving on your left. 
 
When you arrived at church today it was likely that you  shook 
someone’s hand.  Without thinking you extended your hand or 
responded to their extended hand with your own in a friendly 
handshake. Why? Tradition!  Handshakes originated as a safety factor.  
The empty hand holding no weapon demonstrated you were not out to 
do harm.  Romans seemed to have not just grasp hands to acknowledge 
no weapon but would grasp arms all the way to the elbow feeling for 
hidden daggers.  And shaking was originally to shake loose any hidden 
weaponry. 
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And the list could go on and on to the clothes we are wearing, and what 
we had for breakfast, and how the services are conducted here today. 
 
“the handing down of information, beliefs, and customs by word of 
mouth or by example from one generation to another without written 
instruction.”  
 
Whether we stop and think about it or not our lives are touched by 
traditions. 
 
There are family traditions:  When  is the “right” time to open your 
Christmas presents?  How many of you would vote for Christmas eve? 
How many of you are sure that group is wrong and know the proper 
time is Christmas morning? 
 
Now there’s no qualitative right or wrong with that, it is simply your 
family tradition (of course those who open on Christmas Eve, are 
wrong and haven’t mastered delayed gratification) 
 
But whatever your family tradition, if you want some grief just try and 
change it! 
 
 There  are School traditions, Workplace traditions, Societal traditions 
and (depending on your perspective) one of the places most blest or 
plagued with tradition is religion and church. 
 
When Jesus arrived on the scene of humanity the religious culture in 
which he arrived was filled to overflowing with tradition.  Now this 
may be a little disturbing to those of you who really are into tradition 
and the passing on of torches, and keeping things the same. It may be a 
little disconcerting to discover that Jesus was a tradition busting 
revolutionary. 
 
Because regardless of how a tradition came to be, even though it might 
have come from the best motives and best practices model, no matter 
how packed with meaning and value in it’s origin, there is always the 
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risk that it will slip to a form. Not just motions without power, but 
actually slip toward an idolatrous outward show without any of the 
original inward reality. 
 
In our scripture today of Peter’s story of Jesus he told to John Mark 
who wrote it in his gospel called Mark we find Jesus ignoring a 
tradition important to his culture.  Mark chapter 7:1-23. 
 
We pick up the story in vs 5 in the NASB it reads: 
 
And the Pharisees and the scribes asked Him, “Why do your disciples 
not walk according to the tradition of the elders, but eat their bread with 
impure hands?”  Some if not most versions of the Bible say “unclean 
hands.” 
 
Now we might be thinking gross.  They ate pretty much with their 
fingers and it is important to wash your hands before you eat.  
 
We’ve all been trained to wash up before meals for hygenic reasons. In 
this story it isn’t unlikely that both Jesus and his disciples washed their 
hands before eating, they just hadn’t gone on to wash them 
ceremonially in the “right” traditional way. 
 
The word translated impure or unclean here was one of those words 
that morphed over time.  Originally it meant common then it came to 
mean ordinary in the sense of not being sacred, and this led to thinking 
that since it wasn’t sacred it meat it was profane as opposed to sacred 
things, and then finally it came to mean something ceremonially 
unclean and unfit for service of worship of God. 
 
What was going? What was the tradition Jesus was ignoring? 
In Mark 7:3 it says “For the Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless 
they give their hands a ceremonial washing, holding to the tradition of 
the elders.” 
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The tradition was that you would first wash your hands to get off the 
gravel or dirt or sand or whatever and then you would “wash” your 
hands ceremonially according to the tradition.  
 
First you would get some water from a ceremonially clean source, and 
then water would be poured over the hands finger tips up so water drips 
from the wrist. The fist of one hand would be rotated in the palm of the 
other and vice versa, then again water would be poured over the hands 
finger tips down water dripping from the fingertips and then you were 
ceremonially clean and ready to eat.  This was such an embedded 
tradition that even if ceremonially clean water wasn’t available you 
were required to go through the motions without the water prior to 
eating. 
 
What’s Jesus response, “Oh, I’m so sorry. We didn’t mean to offend 
you.  Forgive our forgetfulness. Please overlook our bad manners.” 
 
No, no! Here comes  tradition busting Jesus.  No apology!  No bending 
to their practice!  No sympathy for the offense! But Jesus goes on the 
offensive. 
 
“You hypocrites! Isaiah was prophesying about you when he said, 
‘These people honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far away.  
Their worship is a farce, for they replace God’s commands with their 
own man-made teachings.’” 
 
Get what’s happening.  Here is a culturally embedded practice.  This is 
a tradition everyone knows and virtually everyone practices.  It is clear 
in the thinking of the culture of Jesus that to not follow this tradition is 
to make oneself unclean, impure in the sight of God and unfit to 
worship. 
 
And here’s Jesus saying Hey this isn’t a command of God, this is some 
man-made teaching.  
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If that’s not bold enough he accuses them of ignoring God’s specific 
laws and substituting their own traditions in their place. 
 
Vs. 9 “You reject God’s laws in order to hold on to your own 
traditions.  For instance, Moses gave you this law from God: Honor 
your father and mother, and Anyone who speaks evil of father or 
mother must be put to death.  But you say it’s all right for people to say 
to their parents, “Sorry, I can’t help you.  For I have vowed to give to 
God what I could have given to you.” You let them disregard their 
needy parents.  As such you break the law of God in order to protect 
your own tradition. And this is only one example. There are many.” 
 
This was the idea.  They had developed this way of getting more 
money to the temple and enjoying it.  It was sort of getting to have their 
cake and eat it too.  
 
By declaring their wealth “Corban” or dedicated to God.  It was like 
they put it in trust for God. They could use it while they were living but 
at their death it would be turned over to the temple.  And since that was 
it’s ultimate destiny they couldn’t use it to care for needy aging parents. 
 
So this man made rule to neglect parents would break the Law of God 
in order to follow the tradition. 
 
Traditions aren’t evil in themselves. We all have hundreds of them and 
they help manage life. In spiritual practices the Pharisees didn’t 
develop these traditions because they wished to dishonor God.  They 
developed them for the very opposite reason.   They wanted to not 
chance dishonoring God.  So they constructed traditions, rules, 
regulations to stop them prior to sin.   
 
In earlier tradition busting moves Jesus had tried to free Sabbath from 
the burdensome traditions that had turned it from joy to drudgery.  
From what it was meant to add to life it had become all about what 
parts of life you couldn’t live on Sabbath.  There is a whole series of 
Sabbath miracles which might just as easily been done Friday or 
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Sunday but appear to purposefully be done by Jesus on Sabbath to 
break tradition. 
 
Because there’s always a risk with tradition. Great practitioners of the 
traditions of any religious group may come to believe themselves to be 
good people based on their correct acts and practices of carefully 
following the tradition regardless of what their heart or thoughts are 
like. 
 
Religious tradition always carries the risk of duality of careful accurate 
practice of externals, of looking good, which may gloss over serious 
heart and motive and the real issue of love. 
 
This is why we hear stories like the one where a trusted church 
treasurer, described by fellow members as a “pillar of the community”, 
helpful, who volunteered in other ministries, doing all the right stuff 
can end up in jail for embezzling hundreds of thousands of dollars from 
the church.  
 
The John Jay report was a study of 10,667 allegations against 4,392 
priests accused of engaging in sexual abuse of a minor between 1950 
and 2002.  Each week going through the motions of worship and 
Eucharist performing the tradition but something else going on. 
 
It’s the corrupt foster parents who are abusing those whom they are 
supposed to be giving care, and it’s so bad that finally one boy escapes, 
in his underwear because the parents take their clothes at night so they 
can’t run. He’s picked up by a sheriff and believes now he’s safe but 
the sheriff returns him to his place of torture not believing the 
accusations because he goes to church with the parents, who seem to be 
model members.  
 
There is no greater religious peril than that of identifying religion with 
outward observance.  There is no commoner religious mistake than to 
identify goodness with certain so-called religious acts.  Chruch-going, 
bible-reading, careful finanancial giving, even time-tabled prayer do 
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not make a person a good person.  The fundamental question is, how is 
a persons’ heart towards God and towards people? 
 
For the Scribes and Pharisees these “traditions” were the essence of 
religion, the essence of service to God.  But Jesus understood that any 
tradition, any rule, any regulation that prevents us from helping a 
fellow human contradicts the law of loving our neighbor as we love 
ourselves. 
 
Jesus had no use for these regulations, these traditions that ended up 
defining religion as ritual, ceremonies, rules and regulations.  Because 
the  religion he came to create was one defined as loving God and 
loving people, and any rule that prevents us from helping, any rule that 
blocks or diminishes or makes it impossible to love and help people 
isn’t one he could ever support. 
 
So that’s great for them back in those days with Pharisees and Scribes, 
disciples and Jesus but what about today.  How could we be excluding 
people from God’s kingdom by our traditions? 
 
Where could we be at risk individually or collectively as the Body of 
Christ at the Hospital Church of choosing tradition over people? Or of 
building walls, familiar to us in our tradition, but which might be off 
putting to others.  
 
For many the tradition of coming to worship corporately in this place is 
tied to dressing a certain way. I’ll simplify it to ties for men and dresses 
for women.  In many places this “tradition” is held to pretty rigidly.  
Unfortunately I’ve heard stories, sad stories, of people not being 
welcomed to worship because of how they were or weren’t dressed. 
 
We can make the argument that when coming to worship the king of 
the universe we might want to clean up a bit. But what that means, and 
what is appropriate, and how that is influence by economics and 
culture, I hope we’ve grown past making our tradition a barrier for 
others. Because traditions can change as this one has among us. 
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In the Seventh-day Adventist church we take very seriously the concept 
that God is concerned with the quality of human life, and that our 
bodies are the temple of the Holy Spirit, and so we should live 
healthfully. 
 
This is a beautiful teaching great moral concept and opportunity to 
honor God by caring for our body.  
 
But when we turn that principle into rules and regulations and traditions 
it isn’t hard to imagine letting our traditions become walls of 
hypocritical separation. The story my friend told of visiting a church 
and at potluck time just as people were beginning to move through the 
line, a rather rotund man asked for everyone’s attention and then made 
some statement about the unhealthful practice of drinking with your 
meal and admonished everyone to not drink with their meal as a best 
health practice.  Later my friend saw his plate piled several layers high 
and then refilled almost as generously with dessert—but he didn’t drink 
with his meal so he was obviously practicing the health message. 
 
There is the unending tendency for us to want to make a law of our 
tradition.  We take the great truth that our bodies are God’s temple and 
we should honor God by caring for our bodies.  But we can quickly 
make our version of healthy living our definition the tradition 
No alcohol, tobacco or unclean meats, cascades to no meat at all, then 
no dairy, no eggs, no pickles, no mustard, no coffee, or tea, no 
chocolate, no refined sugar, no carbs, no drinking with a meal, no 
vegetables and fruit together, etc. etc.  
And even if some of these are our tradition, PLEASE don’t use them to 
exclude or prevent us from loving people.  And PLEASE go back to the 
principle. 
 
Think of the number of young people and musicians who have been 
pushed away from church by the tradition of “church music”. 
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That’s why we are trying to have as our tradition not being locked to 
any tradition. 
 
The culture of Jesus was that a person could be not fit to worship God 
because they had become unclean by not following one of the 
traditions.  
 
Jesus was clear in the rest of our passage that what makes us unclean is 
not eating what would become unclean foods because they were eaten 
with unclean hands.  Jesus says this whole unclean thing isn’t an 
outside in problem it is an inside out one.  
 
In verse 20  Jesus says, “It is the thought life that defiles you..  For 
from within, out of a person’s heart, come evil thoughts, sexual 
immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed, wickedness, deceit, 
eagerness for lustful pleasure, envy, slander, pride, and foolishness.  All 
these vile things come from within; they are what defile you and make 
you unacceptable to God.” 
 
We have the chance to break free from tradition, because God has 
reconciled us to himself.  We don’t change this stuff.  We can’t give 
ourselves some spiritual chemotherapy to rid our hearts of the cancer of 
evil, but God in Christ can give us a new heart. Through his work he 
reconciles us, makes us perfect in Christ, declares us not guilty. How 
could we ever want any of our traditions to exclude.  
 
Last June  I preached about being a church where  
Everybody’s Welcomed we can’t let our taste our tradition exclude and 
we have to be serious that everybody’s welcomed, 
And part of what makes us welcoming is the realization that Nobody’s 
Perfect no matter how well we know and practice the traditions the 
clear reality is Nobody’s Perfect and that awareness and confession can 
move us away from hypocrisy, and finally , Anything is Possible not 
because of who we are but because of who he is.   
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Paul was a strict in his obedience to the traditions. And by grace we can 
come to the same place in our walk.  
 
I once thought all these things were so very important, but no I conser 
them worthless because of what Christ has done….I no longer coiunt 
on my own goodness or my ability to obey God’s law, but I trust Christ 
to save me….I don’t mean to say that I have already achieved these 
things or that I have already reached perfection! ..forgetting the past  
and looking forward to what lies ahead, I strain to reach the end of the 
race and receive the prize for which God through Christ Jesus is calling 
us up to heaven.” 
 
 
Let’s not let tradition every trump people so we won’t be so successful 
at missing the point. 
 
 


