
Unclean 
 
The first part of this text, verses 10-20, is optional for Lutherans. Roman Catholics, whose readings are 
considerably shorter, don't read it at all. If you choose to engage this text in worship, as I hope some 
will, you have to take into account what precedes it. Verses 10-20 (it is not what goes into the mouth 
that defiles a person, but it is what comes out of the mouth that defiles) are hard to understand without 
1-9 (Then Pharisees and scribes came to Jesus from Jerusalem and said, “Why do your disciples break 
the tradition of the elders? For they do not wash their hands before they eat.”). 1-9 explains what Jesus 
is getting at in 10-20. 
 
Ritual hand-washing (http://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Netilat_yadayim) is not specifically prescribed in 
the Hebrew Bible. It derives from Leviticus 15, which is worth reading one day this week if you're 
engaging this text. If someone has a discharge, they are unclean, their clothes are unclean, any utensils 
they touch have to be washed, clay pots thy touch must be broken, their horse is unclean and anyone 
who touches them or any of these things is unclean too. Jewish teachers will emphasize this is about 
ritual purity, not sanitation. They will say it is a spiritual practice not a physical one involving germs, but 
there is no question from scholars that this evolved as a health code, and later took on religious 
significance. 
 
I can appreciate this having just returned from Perú, where we are always warned not to drink the 
water, not to drink from cups washed in the water, not to eat vegetables washed in the water, not to 
brush our teeth in the water, or even to open our mouths in the shower. Last year a group went down 
and most got very sick with salmonella. Half were hospitalized. This last trip I broke a few rules and 
ended up with fever, chills, stomach cramps and other maladies described in Leviticus 15. In antiquity, if 
someone got sick, and passed it to others, the whole village could be wiped out. 
 
In the Central African Republic the Lutheran Church's PASE water program deals with this directly. 50% 
of all diarrheal diseases could be stopped by hand-washing, which eliminates fecal matter in food. See 
the digram below, which the church uses to teach people, even non-Christians about health issues that 
many still believe are caused by spirits, or angry ancestors. 
 
 
By Jesus' day the emphasis was on the spiritual aspects of hand-washing. It was a ritual that set Jews 
apart as the people of God. There were very precise rules on how this was to be done. A ladle was to be 
used. At least one and a half eggshells of water had to be used. There was a lifting up of the hands (like a 
surgeon) so that the water does not fall onto the fingers, but onto the arms. In case some water got 
tainted by dirt or bugs, extra jars of water for the rites of purification were kept on hand. 
 
 
We would be wrong to assume that Jesus was anti-hand-washing. We're never told that he doesn't wash 
his hands. Just his disciples, and some versions of the story say "some of his disciples." Even the 
Sadducees and Pharisees agree on this. Why don't your disciples do it, Jesus? 
 
 
Jesus has nothing against hand washing. He just plainly annoyed that this obsession with ritual hand-
washing seems to be more important than the weightier matters of the law: justice and compassion. 
Micah 6:8 stuff. Imagine the parishioner who is infuriated that his pastor smokes and drinks, but doesn't 
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seem to care a bit that people are poor and hungry in his own neighborhood. It's a matter of priorities, 
perspective. 
 
 
So he says, 
 
 
"‘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.’” 
 
 
The Pharisees, Jesus says, are "blind guides." They look all righteous and religious, standing for holiness 
and purity, but their legalism has blinded them to what is truly important in life. And now they're 
leading others astray. Sigh. When the blind lead the blind, both fall in the pit. 
 
 
So, he says, don't worry as much about what you put into your mouth as you do about what comes out 
of it. Bacon won't defile you as much as gossip. Justice for the orphan, widow and alien trumps ritual 
purity. This is not a new message. Amos and Isaiah hammered it. "Take away the stink of your incense... 
your stupid songs... let justice roll down... Is this the fast that I choose? Is it not to feed the hungry?" 
 
 
Jesus is simply incensed by their misplaced priorities. There is not one doubt in my mind that he would 
be incensed by ours too. 
 
 
Bottom line: actions emerge from the heart (the center of our being). If your heart is clean, your actions 
will be. A good tree does not bear bad fruit, Jesus says. This moves easily to a theology of justification by 
grace through faith. We get right with God not by following the letter of the law, but by something that 
goes on in the heart: trust, faith. 
 
 
It's hard to know how this flows into the story of the Canaanite woman, except that she is, in her very 
person, constantly unclean, by nature of her race and religion. 
 
 
Some say Jesus' treatment of this woman is unforgivable. Others say he is speaking tongue-in-cheek. Still 
others say this is a turning point in Jesus' ministry. He has, to this point, defined his mission field as the 
lost sheep of the house of Israel. Later in Matthew there will be a Great Commission to make disciples of 
all nations. 
 
 
Jesus sees great faith in this unclean woman, more faith than he has seen in the law-bound purveyors of 
religious cleanliness. He often seems surprised to find faith in unexpected places. It's fitting that Paul 
says in next Sunday's epistle text that, "God has imprisoned all in disobedience so that he may be 
merciful to all." 
 
 



Maybe, some suggest, this woman signaled a new understanding of God's calling Jesus' life, and a new 
direction in his ministry. 
 
 
How have you defined your mission field? Too narrowly? Too widely? What target audience are you 
trying to reach? There's nothing wrong with defining your target group. Jesus did this. It will impact how 
you do ministry. Style matters. There's a reason young people don't go to Luby's. If your target market is 
50 and up, run your church like a Luby's. if you want 20-50 run it like a Starbucks. I'm not talking about 
the message. I'm talking about the medium. 
 
 
If you are of the mindset that says we're going to be a church for everyone, you're in good company too. 
Jesus said, "My house shall be called a house of prayer for all people." More power to ya. Most churches 
define their perimeter too narrowly, either consciously or unconsciously. Think like a missionary. How 
are you going to reach the natives? Who lives in a 30-mile radius of your church? 60 miles? What 
language do they speak? What cultural presuppositions? What community needs do they have? What 
songs did they sung growing up, if any? What kind of worship will open their heart to hear the gospel? 
 
 
Do any of them seem unclean to you? Unreachable? Who have you ruled out of your mission field, and 
why? Who might be ready to eat the crumbs from the masters table?   
 


