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I’m a long-time, hard-core fan of the Syro-phonecian woman.  Maybe it’s because I like to root for the underdog.  Do you?  I love how assertive this woman is—she finds Jesus where he has gone into hiding, and she insists that he listen to her request.  I love how clever she is—when he dismisses her request and calls her a dog she says, okay, but don’t the rules of fairness and compassion extend even to dogs?  And I love it that she wins the argument--Jesus admits that he needs to re-think who his ministry is for, and he heals the woman’s daughter, as she requested.  I find it easy to empathize with this woman.  After all, I understand what it means to want to be heard by God, I understand what it means to want healing.  Jesus, on the other hand, doesn’t seem to be acting like himself.  He seems to be responding to her through the lens of Jewish ethnocentrism—not something you’d expect from the Savior of the World.


But what if we were to put ourselves in Jesus’ place in this story?  He is, after all, the protagonist in this story—when he does something jarring, maybe we are meant to take a look at ourselves to see if there is any connection between his behavior and our own.  Do we have beliefs and motivations similar to the ones he expresses in this story?  Does our self-definition, our sense of the boundaries of our people and our nation—do these also need to be examined and challenged?  Are the most serious threats in our lives external or internal?  Do they come from outside, or from deep within?


Wow—these are scary questions to ask on September 10, 2006.  But when we put the story of the Syro-Phoenecian woman back into the context of the seventh chapter of Mark, they are pretty hard to avoid.  This chapter begins with an argument between Jesus and the Phanisees, about whether it is important to ritually wash your hands before you eat.  Jesus engages with this argument to make a point he makes in other places as well—righteousness should not be defined by ritual observance.  Ethical behavior is more important.  Jesus is clearly talking about more than hand-washing here—he’s using this particular dispute as a way to talk about a much broader issues of purity and impurity, what we really need to protect ourselves against, what we really need to keep out of our lives.  Why should we worry so much about dirt from the outside entering our bodies, Jesus asks?  What really is dangerous, what really makes trouble in the world is the dirt from inside us that comes out.  That’s what we should take steps to protect ourselves against.


Isn’t it interesting that right after this argument about hand washing, Jesus encounters the Syro-Phonecian woman, an outsider, whose request for healing challenges Jesus’ understanding of his mission and purpose.   The story is meant to be jarring—in order to make us take a closer look at ourselves.  If we were just to read about Jesus’ argument with the Pharisees, we could close our Bibles contented that we would never make the mistake they made.  But when we read Mark 7 as a whole, we are pulled from examining the sins of people who don’t “get it” morally, to the sins that come from our own, perfectly defensible morality.


I don’t think its so hard to identify with Jesus here, after all.  Remember that Jesus was Jewish, and his sense of his call, his mission and purpose, is deeply rooted in Jewish scripture and Jewish history.  When he first proclaims his call publicly, he does so by standing up in a Jewish temple and reading from the scroll of Isaiah.  You don’t have to read scripture too closely to notice that he’s engaged in the struggle of the Jewish people against their Roman occupiers and the members of the Jewish community who have allied themselves with the Romans.  Remembering the importance of Jesus’ Jewish identity, we don’t have to hear his response to this woman as the response of a racist or a bigot.  These are the words of someone who has a clear sense of who he is, and the debt he owes to the community which formed him.  These are the words of a man with clear moral priorities.  He doesn’t say that she’s not worth his attention—he makes no judgment about the worthiness of her claims.  He simply makes it clear that he is fully occupied with his work with his own people at the moment.  


Seen in this light, Jesus’ words start to sound quite a bit like things I’ve heard myself say.  I’ve thought, for example, that while my kids are young, most of my volunteer time and energy should be spent supporting their school, their scout troops, and other organizations from which they benefit.  I’ve caught myself saying that there’s something wrong with our country which is spending billions to re-build Iraq when huge portions of the Gulf Coast remain in ruins, basically untouched since they were devastated by last year’s hurricanes.  And I’ve nodded in agreement and symphathized when friends have talked about a need to care for themselves, to get their own lives in order before they can care for others.  


All of these comments strike me as fair, as rational, as balanced, as moral.  And all of them serve us well when we find ourselves challenged from the outside—by a threat from some unknown other whose needs seem limitless, whose demands are incomprehensible to us.  We don’t need to really understand the outsider, we don’t need to try to empathize with them.  We can pull out this trump card:  I just need to take care of my own—my own self, my own family, my own community, my own church, my own nation right now.  


But what if Jesus’ lesson about hand washing is again the moral of this story?  What if the real danger isn’t from the outside?  What if that challenge from the outsider is really a provocation for us to examine our boundaries, to examine our insides?  That must have been, in part, what Jesus realized when the Syro-phonecian woman insists that he have compassion even for those who he would term “dogs”.  Mark’s spare prose doesn’t pause between the woman’s challenge and Jesus’ reversal, but I imagine that there were a few moments there when Jesus took a deep breath and considered very carefully whether he was putting out into the world something which was, to use his own language, unclean.  I wonder if there was a moment when her realized that his sense of the priority of his own people was really not a justifiable moral position, but actually a kind of ugliness that came from inside him, that came from being an “insider”, and which caused harm when he put it out into the world.


This is a hard teaching to encounter as we approach the fifth anniversary of 9/11, but its one that we can’t avoid any more than Jesus could.  The attacks on the twin towers were attacks by outsiders that we didn’t understand, people whose demands were inscrutable to us.  Of course it made us want to protect ourselves.  Of course it made us want to secure ourselves, to draw clear boundaries between US and THEM so that we could keep US safe and keep THEM away.  But in our focus on threats from outsides, we have allowed all sorts of ugliness come out from inside us.  


When the pictures of the torture and humiliation of prisoners in Abu Grahib prison first came out, I was felt sick for days.  I hated to think that all over the world people would see those photos and think:  this is what Americans are really like.  I hated to think of the young soldiers who had been allowed (or encouraged, or commanded) to treat prisoners that way—what had this war done to their consciences, to their souls?  But I took some solace in the fact that a number of top-level military leaders, and our president himself, repudiated the tactics that were used in Abu Grahib.  They said to the world—this is not U.S. policy, these were renegade soldiers, and they will be prosecuted, and they were.


But this week, the President of the United States said something different.  He said that he supported the use of extreme torture, that it had been productive in the war on terror.  He admitted to holding suspects in secret prisons outside of the United States, and preventing the International Red Cross from visiting those prisoners.  And he urged Congress to pass laws about torture which would allow such practices to continue in the future.


This is ugly—the very ugliest parts of human nature come out to take a bow and expecting applause.  In light of this—in light of all the ugliness of war—it is striking to hear Jesus’ warning to beware of those who put all their energy into protecting themselves against outside threats.  This can distract us, he says, from the ugliness of what we are putting out into the world ourselves, the way in which we contaminate the world from the inside out.  We miss his point if we hear him talking only about our president, or our military leaders, or some other group which is not us.  The Gospel challenges us to trace a line from the actions of our country straight back to the apparent morality of our own actions and beliefs which lead us to focusing on keeping our boundaries up, tending to our inside group first, keeping outsiders at a distance.


The lesson of the Gospel today seems unavoidable to me:  it’s our desire to keep ourselves safe that endangers us.  This is a hard teaching to follow in these post-9/11 days, but how else are we to understand what it means to be a disciple of Jesus?  Jesus says in the very next chapter of Mark, “Whoever would save his life will lose it; and whoever loses his life for my sake and the gospel’s will save it”  And he was the one who was killed on the cross by an imperial power which perceived him as a threat to its power and control.  The cross reveals, not the justice of the Roman need for self-definition and self-protection, but the sickness of those rulers and those who supported them and those who obeyed them.  It was this sickness inside the state, inside those in power and those who stood by, that made it impossible from them to receive even the gift of God’s own son.


But here is the amazing thing about God:  God never took that gift back.  God resurrected Jesus from the grave, and set him loose in the world, embodied now in the church, which is to say, all of those who hear his call to discipleship and respond.  The challenge of the Gospel is our challenge, but the promise of the Gospel is ours as well.  On the cross we see not only how cruel we can be, how blind we can be, but also how deeply God loves us, even at our most broken, and how much grace is available to us, even at our most defensive.  Trusting in that grace, we can face the hard stuff—we can take a look at the ugliness that we are putting into the world, as a nation or as individuals, and confess our brokenness.  We can do that because we know that God has not given up on us.  God’s promise of forgiveness, the liberating gift of grace, is offered to us.  And as we open our hearts to it, we discover, to our amazement, that God’s mercy is wider than brokenness, God’s goodness is stronger than evil, and God’s forgiveness is deeper than our sin.


Thanks be to God.
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