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In the 1950s as programmable, electronic computers were being developed, 

people were amazed how quickly they could perform algorithms and 

make complex calculations compared to a human.  It seemed that 

computers were smarter than humans. 

People would ask, “If you put in bad data, can the computer figure it out 

and still give you a good answer?” 

The response was an acronym that is recited even to this day with the rise 

in artificial intelligence and machine learning: “GIGO”—"garbage in, 

garbage out.” 

In other words, the output can only be as good as the input.   

And that dictum has been extended to decision-making even by humans.  If 

you don’t have good, factual information, you are likely to make a 

poor decision. 

Of course, most data involving people is not clean, unassailable, or clear 

cut.  Humans are…messy.  Often illogical, irrational, and emotional.   

We also slide back and forth along the scale from selfish to altruism. 

So, when God called his people Israel God decide they needed some 

instruction, some teaching with guidance, which is literally what the 

Hebrew word torah means. 

Today’s First Testament passage from Deuteronomy, “So now, Israel, give 

heed to the statutes and ordinances that I am teaching you to observe, 

so that you may live to enter and occupy the land that the Lord, the 

God of your ancestors, is giving you.  

You must neither add anything to what I command you nor take away 

anything from it, but keep the commandments of the Lord your God 

with which I am charging you.” 
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Moses then goes on to say by doing so they will set a higher standard and be 

admired by other peoples.  Today’s passage closes with:  

“But take care and watch yourselves closely, so as neither to forget the 

things that your eyes have seen nor to let them slip from your mind 

all the days of your life; make them known to your children and your 

children’s children.” 

For the Israelites obeying the commandments wasn’t about being “law-

abiding citizens.” It was to enable them have a relationship as a 

community and a relationship with God.  That by hearing and doing 

what God teaches and calls them to do, they will form themselves, day 

by day, action by action, as people of faith. 

Their obedience actually frees them by providing order and structure and 

restores them spiritually to perform the vital work of witness and the 

creation of community built upon God’s teaching that is good for the 

world. 

This is the backdrop to today’s gospel lesson from Mark.  

We have been taught to view the Pharisees and scribes as self-righteous 

hypocrites and to distance ourselves from them—often in a self-

righteous way.  Passages like today tend to reinforce that perception.  

The fact of the matter is that they understood, as we just heard from 

Deuteronomy, that God’s choosing and calling of Israel was a gift.  

They also understood that God gave them the law as a gift, to order their 

lives as God’s people. Their observance of the law was meant to be a 

witness to the nations around them, to give glory to God. 

So, when the scribes and Pharisees come down from Jerusalem to Galilee 

and noticed the disciples did not wash their hands before eating and 

they criticized Jesus for it because they saw it as defilement.  Not 
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from a sanitary/disease perspective we have today, but as 

dishonoring Yahweh. 

Now this custom of washing the hands before eating was not part of the 

commandments.  As a result, despite today’s passage, not every good 

Jew followed it.   

It got started because priests serving in the temple were required to wash 

their hands before entering the holy place or offering a sacrifice.  The 

Pharisees extrapolated to believe that all Jews should wash their 

hands before meals as a way of making mealtime sacred. 

So, from their perspective they had a legitimate and sincere basis. 

Jesus calls them out, though, because he sees them harping on something 

that was derived by them from the Torah, while allowing people to 

give some money to the Temple to get out of a moral obligation to 

support their aging parents, which violates one of the Ten 

Commandments, “Honor you father and mother.” 

The problem with the Pharisees and scribes, according to Jesus, was that 

they had become so focused on the externals of faithfulness that they 

neglected to examine their own hearts. Their efforts to live faithfully 

were putting up walls of alienation instead of drawing them closer to 

God and to their neighbors. The rituals they observed created a 

spiritual hierarchy between the “clean” and the “unclean.”  

Instead of expressing the holiness of God, ritual purity became a means of 

excluding people considered dirty or contaminated. 

 

It’s easy to think we are different from the Pharisees and scribes, yet we 

here as well as society should examine our own lives and practices.   

How much do we focus on appearance versus substance?   
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How much do we focus on what we want as individuals, claiming them as 

“rights”, even if it means hurting others? 

How much do we unintentionally put up barriers that exclude others 

instead of finding way to include them? 

That is the whole point of faithfulness.  

Jesus tells us to beware when piety gets in the way of fulfilling the heart of 

the law: loving God with all your heart, mind, soul, and strength, and 

loving your neighbor as yourself.  

He warns us to beware when our piety separates us from others, for then it 

is also separating us from God. 

Following Jesus means that like him, we get our hands dirty serving others, 

caring especially for those whom the world has cast aside. True 

faithfulness is not about clean hands, but a heart cleansed and a life 

shaped by the radical, self-giving love of God in Christ. 

Jesus says in verse 15, “there is nothing outside a person that by going in 

can defile, but the things that come out are what defile.”  That is, the 

issue isn’t getting hung up on how we are meeting aspects of the law 

for its own sake, but rather neglecting core issues of mercy because 

we elevated “human traditions” over God’s mission. 

And we can overlay the epistle lesson today on that.  For certainly we have 

experienced that what comes out of a person’s mouth can help or 

hurt, particularly if the person has a megaphone of social media and 

broadcasting.   

I think a lot people speaking as “Christians” must not have read verses 19 

and 20 where James says, “let everyone be quick to listen, slow to 

speak, slow to anger; for your anger does not produce God’s 

righteousness.” 
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In fact, many have crossed the line from “mere hypocrisy”, that is, cynically 

ignoring the practice of God’s law even as they proclaim it, into full-

fledged idolatry and self-righteousness, putting together a twisted 

version of divine law that suits their needs and their listeners’ desires 

at the expense of the community, promoting hate, fear, and self-ness. 

What’s worse is this “garbage out” becomes “garbage in” for those watching 

and listening and they in turn repeat it without reflection or 

consideration as “garbage out” to others. 

James urges us to live in ways congruent with our cosmic origins in God 

and truth and not just with patience and humility but truly to live in 

the Torah of God and actually putting it into effect. 

Perhaps, if we as Christians were to follow James’s precepts, we would do a 

lot less talking and a lot more listening. We would forswear anger and 

self-deception. We would measure our faith by our personal 

relationships, both in our habits of speech and our relationships with 

others in the community.  

Our primary expression of our religion would be in outreach to the poor 

and neglected, which James says is the pure religion. As James tells 

us, by such attitudes and actions, we fulfill the divine purpose and 

become first fruits of all God’s creatures. 

As followers of Christ, let’s go out with our own “GIGO”; “Gospel in, Gospel 

out.” 

In the name of the Creator, the Redeemer, and Sustainer.  Amen. 

 


