
When Truth is not Truth 

Deuteronomy 4:1-9   

Mark 7:1-15 

 

 Sunday mornings have become known for three things 

in American culture these days: Going to church, sleeping in, 

and watching the Sunday morning news shows. On August 

19 on one of those shows Donald Trump attorney Rudy 

Giuliani made a statement that sent waves through public 

discourse ever since. In an interview on Meet the Press 

discussing whether or not Donald Trump should testify in the 

investigation into Russian tampering in the 2016 election, 

Giuliani expressed concern that if he testified he might be 

later found guilty of perjury. When challenged by the host 

that he shouldn’t have to worry about that if he just told the 

truth, Giuliani angrily shouted “Truth isn’t truth.” Later 

Giuliani attempted to clarify what he meant through that 

great source that makes all things clear, Twitter. Referring to 

his now infamous remark he tweeted, “My statement was not 

meant as a pontification on moral theology but on referring 

to the situation where two people make precisely contrary 

statements.”  

 We live in an era where our news coverage, Presidential 

tweets and all manner of posts we may come across are filled 

with words like alternative facts and fake news. Much of the 

aforementioned investigation explores the assertion that 

Russia’s primary tool in undermining the election was to 

spread disinformation – something we would have at one 

time just called lies.  



 The scripture has a lot to say about lies and truth. One 

of the 10 Commandments states that “You shall not give 

false testimony against your neighbor.” (Exodus 20:16) The 

phrasing of this commandment feels like it is meant for a 

court room. That rings more of civil law than a general 

ethical life choice. But for the Israelites, this distinction was 

not made. God’s law came first. This group of slaves who 

then escaped needed something to help them navigate their 

daily life. So, Moses, along with some other leaders, is 

credited with having spent time with God and come away 

with not only the 10 commandments, but also a whole set of 

laws that governed this group of escaped slaves as they 

moved first through the wilderness and then into a land 

where they settled. Initially they lived in this land without the 

formality of government we think of today. They had a set of 

judges, but within that loose structure, anarchy emerged and 

adherence to this law faded. Finally they formalized a 

government by inaugurating a king like the nations around 

them. In their history of royal rulers, a few used this law as a 

guide for governing, but many did so inconsistently or did not 

use it at all. Our Old Testament scripture is one that 

emphasizes the importance of following the law in its 

entirety.  

 Yet, when we turn to our New Testament scripture we 

find Jesus and his disciples accused of ignoring the laws that 

govern ritual cleanliness. Jesus was Jewish. He was raised 

learning this law. There is good reason to assume that he did 

accept and practice much of it, for he remained an active 

participant in the Jewish community all his life. But in our 

passage for today we find him and his disciples accused of 

not following a particular law.  



 Often the Pharisees are obviously the bad guys, easy to 

root against. But in this particular case, I see their point. The 

practice of washing food from the market, washing dishes, 

and washing hands well before eating is one of the ancient 

practices that makes most sense. Frankly, I’m pleased not to 

be exploring this verse in the middle of cold and flu season. 

This practice may well have protected the Jewish people from 

disease that could have spread through their camp and 

decimated them. But, that’s not how they understood 

washing.  

 The rules about washing came out of the time when 

priests ritually washed before and after dealing with the 

sacrifices at the temple. When the kingdom of Israel was 

destroyed and most were either scattered or sent into exile, 

the first temple was destroyed. The practice of washing 

became integrated into ordinary life. Cleanliness was not only 

valued, it became a designation of insiders (those who were 

clean or pure) and outsiders (those who were unclean or 

impure). If Jesus and his followers could be designated as 

unclean, they would lose their insider position.  

 One of the first things I notice in Jesus’ response to his 

critics is that he does not refer to these practices as laws but 

as traditions. He then goes to the center of the Jewish law, 

the 10 commandments, pointing out how those accusing him 

are finding ways to break the commandment to honor their 

parents. Honoring parents in part meant taking care of them 

by providing for them as they aged. Those accusing Jesus 

had developed a way to get around their financial obligations 

to their parents. So Jesus identifies them as hypocrites. It 

isn’t that he expects anyone to be perfect. Jesus is full of 

grace. It is when those claiming to be religious pick one issue 

that they feel confident in and use it to exclude others. It is 



when we judge others inferior to ourselves pointing to some 

behavioral gap on their part while not examining our own 

behavior and our own hearts.  

 Our hearts seem to be the heart of the matter. If we 

return to our passage from Deuteronomy, we find there 

something more than just following statutes. Clearly the text 

points this group of people who has never yet been given the 

opportunity to function as a nation to the importance of 

following these ordinances and statutes. To do so is to 

display their wisdom and discernment to other nations who, 

in seeing that, will be drawn to God. Yet the passage goes on 

to say in the final verse, “9But 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” — Deuteronomy 4:9. And what is 

this thing that their eyes have seen? The next verses go on 

to recall a spiritual encounter the community had with God in 

which they gathered at the foot of the mountain and 

reportedly heard God’s voice. This spiritual encounter is what 

they are to keep in their mind and to pass on to their 

children. It is this encounter, not the ordinances and 

statutes, that is the heart of the matter.  

 It is easy to become like the Pharisees, valuing 

adherence to a law over the law of love. It is easy to become 

like the Pharisees leaning on the traditions we value and 

calling them God. Just and wise laws keep a society safe. 

Unjust and unwise laws keep a society unsafe and result in 

injustice. Traditions, well perhaps their importance can best 

be described by the beloved character Tevye in the musical 

Fiddler on the Roof.  The musical begins with these lines: “ A 

fiddler on the roof. Sounds crazy, no? But here, in our little 
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village of Anatevka, you might say every one of us is a 

fiddler on the roof trying to scratch out a pleasant, simple 

tune without breaking his neck. It isn't easy. You may ask 

'Why do we stay up there if it's so dangerous?' Well, we stay 

because Anatevka is our home. And how do we keep our 

balance? That I can tell you in one word: tradition!" 

 Tevye was right when he stated that traditions help us 

keep our balance. They keep us coming back to family 

celebrations, to camp, to our values, to our church. They 

keep us connected. Except when they don’t’. Sometimes 

traditions keep us disconnected as in those who are good and 

those we deem bed; the clean and the unclean; the pure and 

the impure. The problems this causes are the basis of the 

musical Fiddler on the Roof. Traditions, we may think, equal 

Truth, with a capital T. They define the way we tell our story. 

For instance our nation is still arguing today about how we 

tell the story of what I grew up calling the Civil War, but 

what some people called the war between the states or even 

the war of northern aggression. We argue whether keeping 

up statues honoring Pro-Slavery Civil War generals is simply 

honoring a tradition or whether it is honoring a set of unjust 

laws.  

We argue over laws too. We argue if it is just to punish 

those who break the law by coming over the border without 

documents making their entry legal, and we argue about how 

to treat immigrants in general. We argue over laws claiming 

religious freedom as an excuse to exclude those we decide 

are unclean or impure according to particular religious 

interpretations making Christianity seem like it is mostly 

about exclusion.   
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We live in a time when understanding what is truth, 

what is lawful, what is right seems to be in great question. 

Recently in a rally in Kansas City President Trump was 

quoted as saying, “What you’re seeing and what you’re 

reading is not what’s happening.” But these disconcerting 
statements of late are not new. One needs only to turn to the 

conversation between Jesus and Pontius Pilate to find a 

startlingly familiar discourse. “Then Pilate said to Jesus, 'So 

you are a king, are you?' Jesus answered, 'You say that I am 

a king. For this I was born, and for this I have come into the 

world, to bear witness to the truth. Everyone who is of the 

truth listens to my voice.' Pilate said to him, 'What is 

truth?” (John 18:37-38). 

 How does the value of the law as emphasized in our 

Old Testament passage fit with Jesus challenging that very 

law? Isn’t that a little like arguing over whether truth is really 

truth. This law had been a central part of what it meant to 
follow God for centuries. To treat it as if it wasn’t important 

put Jesus at odds with those whose job it was to teach the 

law – the Pharisees. But what the Pharisees failed to notice 

was that the law was no substitute for experiencing God. For 

when we have gathered at the foot of the mountain, humbled 

to be in the presence of God, we receive a portion of the 

infinite love God pours out on us. And when we receive this 

love, we grow in the wisdom that any law used to exclude 

others from the kingdom, any law that conflicts with God’s 

tremendous compassion and forgiveness, any law that 

results in systemic injustice is not God’s law. These are 

lessons we are still learning today.  

 

 


