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 God’s Sorting Hat 

 Matthew 15:1-20 

 

 My grandaughter Gabriela Elisa loves Harry Potter and is reading J.K Rowlings books with 

gusto.  She even had a Harry Potter themed birthday party at the Decatur Book Store.  I read the books 

when they came out but so I could converse intelligently with her I began rereading them.    

 One of the cleverest enchanted objects is the Sorting Hat.  Each year as the new students arrive 

at Hogwart’s School they are sorted into four houses Gryffindor, Ravenclaw, Hufflepuff or Slytherin.  

They enter the Great Hall as a group having no idea what is about to happen.  They are led to the front 

of the room where there is a four legged stool and an old patched, frayed and dirty pointed witches hat.  

Suddenly the hat twitches and a rip near the brim opens and the hat begins to sing explaining the 

sorting process.  As each student has the hat placed on their head the hat sees into their minds  and 

sorts them by their capabilities and their moods, their potentials and their dreams.  And as we see when 

the hat is placed on Harry Potter’s head the hat can even respond to the thoughts of the wearer. And in 

the end each student is placed where the hat believes they can learn and grow in the best environment. 

   The process of sorting is something we understand.  As we grow and develop interests we are 

sorted into groups of athletes or musicians, artists or geeks. In college we are sorted into sororities and 

fraternities or social groups, and later into professional and service organizations.  We even sort 

ourselves by where we choose to live and who we choose to spend time with.  Sorting even happens 

within the body of Christ.   

 Throughout the history of the church Christians have sorted themselves by theological beliefs 

and worship practices as well as cultural or ethnic similarities.  By how we believe a community of 

faith ought to be run and in some cases by social issues.  Right or wrong every group sorts people.  

And yet often over time the criteria for sorting changes as different people control the sorting process 
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and different criteria becomes important.  Maybe that’s why Hogwart’s used a hat to do the sorting!   

 Our passage of scripture this morning deals with the Pharisees criteria for sorting people.  The 

Pharisees and scribes had come all the way from Jerusalem to question Jesus about these issues.  For 

they had witnessed that the disciples were not following the rules.  They were breaking the traditions 

of the elders.  They were not washing their hands before they ate.   

 Now we may think what is the big deal here?  Well, I don’t know about you but it was a big 

deal in my house growing up!  We didn’t eat unless we had washed our hands before meals!   

 But this tradition was a big deal for it had deep roots in the Jewish people’s understanding of 

being clean and unclean.  Over time the Jewish leadership had made it a requirement for Jews to wash 

their hands and say a blessing before eating any meal that included bread.  There was a specific ritual 

that was to be used.  The ritual did not have anything to do with personal hygiene - for people were 

required to do it whether their hands were clean or not.  This tradition was part of the oral law - but 

was not found in the written laws of Moses. Scholars believe it originated from the temple rituals 

where the priests were required to perform ritual washing of their hands before handling the elements.  

And then at some point someone decided this practice should be extended to all Jews - possibly so that 

the temple washing ritual would not be forgotten.  Over time the Pharisees had begun to use this 

practice as one of their criteria to sort out whether someone was a faithful Jew or not. They were using 

it now on Jesus’ disciples. 

 Jesus’ response was to point to another tradition - one that had been used to allow people to 

break one of the ten commandments “Honor thy father and thy mother.” The term “honor” does not 

suggest mere “lip service”.  To honor one’s parents means you care for them throughout their entire 

lives.  Some Jews had concocted a scheme to avoid parental responsibility. They would designate their 

financial resources as “Korban.” The Greek word korban is based on the word in Leviticus for bringing 

something near to God.  It was a vow taken to God. According to the prevailing tradition, one could 
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designate his financial resources as “korban,” which, practically speaking, was a way of setting them 

aside, suggesting, “this belongs to God,” and thus was not available to be used for personal interests - 

even if that included taking care of one’s parents.  But what had happened was that some people would 

find a way of nullifying the vow and keeping the money for themselves. Korban had become a way to 

not keep the fifth commandment.  The misuse must have been wide spread or Jesus knew of a specific 

abuse that the Pharisees also knew.  And so Jesus drove his point home with a quote from the prophet 

Isaiah: 

 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. 

Jesus’ point was clear.  They had placed human requirements - traditions - over God’s laws.  A change 

was needed.   

 And so Jesus turned to the crowd which no doubt had heard this exchange and made his point.  

He said “It is not what goes into the mouth that defiles a person, but it is what comes out of the mouth 

that defiles.”  It was not following the traditions that mattered it was what was happening deep within 

their hearts shaping their actions and motivations that mattered.  They were more concerned with 

ritualistic human traditions than with what God wanted - hearts that loved and cared for one another.  

 We imagine the Pharisees and scribes must have stormed away at that point for the disciples 

reported to Jesus that the Pharisees were upset by his words.  Jesus’ answer was to say don’t worry 

about them - they don’t get it.  But neither did the disciples and so Peter asked Jesus for an explanation 

of this parable.  And Jesus’ answer sounds like an anatomy lesson!  Or so it seems until we think and 

reflect on his words.  Hear how Eugene Peterson translates Jesus’ reply: 

 “You, too?  Are you being willfully stupid?   
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 Don’t you know that anything that is swallowed  

 works its way through the intestines and is finally defecated?   

 But what comes out of the mouth gets its start in the heart.   

It’s from the heart that we vomit up evil arguments, murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, 

lies, and cussing.   

 That’s what pollutes.  Eating or not eating certain foods,  

 washing or not washing your hands - that’s neither here nor there.” 

 Friends, what comes out of the mouth gets its start in the heart.  Jesus said the Pharisees hearts 

were far from God even though they followed the tradition.  What needed to change was their hearts.  

My friends, what Jesus was saying is that God’s sorting criteria is to look deep within our hearts for 

what is in our hearts reveals what we really believe.  John Calvin once said:  The gospel is not a 

doctrine of the tongue, but of life. It cannot be grasped by reason and memory only, but it is fully 

understood when it possesses the whole soul and penetrates to the inner recesses of the heart.  (John 

Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, III,6.)  For only when our hearts are changed my friends, will our words 

and actions change.    

 If our words are words of judgment, words of condemnation for others  

  our hearts are not filled with God’s love.   

 If our words are hurtful and mean,  

  God’s love has not fully penetrated our souls.   

 If our words center on what sets up apart from one another,  

  what we see wrong in others, 

  our hearts have not been transformed by God’s love and grace. 

 On Wednesday we begin the season of Lent with our Ash Wednesday service.  Lent is a season 

when we walk with Jesus to the cross reflecting on his sacrifices for us.  But it is also a time to look 
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deeply within ourselves.  To examine our hearts to discern what really resides there.  Is it the love of 

Christ?  Or something other than God’s love that has the potential to spew out of our mouths when we 

least expect it?  I don’t know about you but I think I still have work to do on changing my heart.   

 My youngest grandaughter Kinsley woke up a couple of weeks ago on a Saturday morning with 

a Kinsley trivia game.  She asked her parents a question and they had to answer.  One of her questions 

was what’s my favorite part of my body that we learn about on Sunday’s.   

 My daughter answered “your heart?”   

She said no - what do we learn about on Sundays?   

 Zeta replied Jesus.   

She said “Mom what is so important to us that we learn about it at Church?  Her mom gave up and 

Kinsley finally said the answer was  

 “God - God is in your body mom!” 

 Friends, that is what we want to be true.   

 We want God to be in our body  

 - transforming us into caring, compassionate,  

  kind, thoughtful human beings.   

We want God to have permeated our heart so deeply  

 that God leads and directs our thoughts and our actions.  

To the point that the words we say to one another,  

 the motivations that lead us to action  

  and the work of our hands and our feet have one motive  

   - one desire - one purpose.   

    To follow Christ every day.   

 God’s criteria for sorting us out on the day of judgment, my friends  
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 will be how completely we have given our hearts  

  - our entire bodies to God.   

 During Lent this year may we open our hearts to God  

 inviting God to come into our hearts and take up residence  

 so that our very beings - our words and actions  

 - everything we do  

  reflects God’s love to a hurting world.   


