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              Mark 7:24-37

The scripture that we just read tells a pretty jarring story, doesn’t it?  Would anyone here like to summarize—in his or her own words—the first story that Mark tells?  How about this:  a non-Jewish woman approaches Jesus and asks him to heal her little daughter.  Jesus refuses and calls her a dog.  She persists and he changes his mind and heals her daughter.

Does anything strike you as strange about this story?  For example, why doesn’t Jesus want to heal this woman’s daughter at first?  We need a little cultural background to de-code the repartee between Jesus and this woman.  The story takes place in a Gentile region, and the woman is introduced as “Syrophoenician”, which is to say, she isn’t Jewish.  When Jesus says to her, “Let the children be fed first,” he’s saying that his primary mission is to the Jewish people—a point that’s reinforced when he calls her a dog, which was an insulting Jewish term for Gentiles.  When she answers his dismissal of her with a quick response—“Even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs,”—he relents and performs the healing.  So, does this woman correct Jesus racist assumptions?  Does she teach him something?  Was he—as some commentators suggest—just testing her to see if she was really serious?

Perhaps most perplexing of all is this question:  Why is this story included in the Bible?  It’s not even unique to Mark—it appears in Matthew’s Gospel as well.  Despite the efforts of many, many commentators over the years to explain how Jesus really isn’t being mean to this woman, how he really isn’t being insulting to her, the fact of the matter remains that he sounds mean and insulting.  This teaches us something about the purpose of the Gospel of Mark.  If this Gospel was written for the purpose of showing the world how great Jesus was so that everyone would worship him, this story would have been excluded, without a doubt.  But if this Gospel was written for the purpose of creating a community of disciples of Jesus, then this story serves a very important purpose.  This story shows Jesus struggling with a question that every community of disciples has had to consider since:  Who are we for? 

Jesus, according to the Gospel of Mark, has several dramatic experiences as an adult that leave him with a very clear sense of call.  He’s baptized by John in the Jordan River and hears the voice of God calling him “beloved Son”.  Afterwards, he spends forty days in the wilderness and emerges with a message to proclaim:  “The time is fulfilled and the Kingdom of God has come near, repent and believe in the good news.”  Jesus never wavers from that message for the rest of his life.  He knows what he has been called to do—to lead people to radical life change and renewed allegiance to God’s way.  

But knowing what you’re called to do, it turns out, is only part of discerning your call.  It’s another thing entirely to figure out how to do it.  All four Gospels tell stories of how Jesus had a dramatic call experience as an adult and emerged with a clear sense of what he was there to do.  But none of the four Gospels tell a story of God revealing to Jesus how exactly he was to go about living out his call.  His strategy seems to evolve as the story evolves.  At first, it seems like he is mostly focused on working with a small group of disciples, teaching and training them.  His more public teaching and his healings seem to be designed to be instructive to his disciples—he is always debriefing with them afterwards.  So, perhaps when he travels up to Gentile areas with his disciples, he’s actually trying to find a place where they can retreat together and study away from the area where he’s really getting famous.  

I say all of this because it helps me to understand Jesus’ reaction to the Syrophonecian woman—to see not as a bizarre, racist nonsequitor but rather as a response that is similar to responses I have had in my life.  Jesus knows he has a call—he has received it, heard it, embraced it.  And he has figured out a tactic to carry it out.  He has gathered a group of disciples and is focused on teaching and training these people for a period of time.  This woman is disruptive to his plan.  He has figured out a way to execute his call, and she is simply not part of the program.  

But then, something changes.  This woman sticks around—she doesn’t go away even when Jesus dismisses her.  She makes him see her.  And to his credit, Jesus does re-think his tactic.  He revises his plan.  He heals the woman’s daughter and then, when he encounters a deaf man in the next Gentile community they visit, he is willing to touch him and heal him.  As he does so, he looks up to heaven, Mark tells us, sighs and says, “Be opened.”  I wonder—was that sigh is some way an acknowledgment that not only the deaf man’s ears, but also Jesus’ own plan for living out his call needed to “be opened”?

These stories remind me of an incredibly poignant scene in the movie, “Lorenzo’s Oil” which was out in the early 90’s.  Do any of you remember that movie?  It’s about a couple who’s son develops a rare disease, and the couple decides to devote themselves to improving research about the disease and finding a treatment or a cure.  They do some incredible things—convene an international conference of experts, challenge the conventional treatment, develop their own specialized diet.  But by the time they actually begin to make some progress, their son’s symptoms have become very severe.  Towards the end of the movie, the father says to his wife, “Do you ever think…that maybe all this struggle…it may have been for somebody else’s kid?”

The couple in “Lorenzo’s Oil” has a clear sense of call—they are driven to develop a treatment or cure for the rare disease that inflicts their son.  They pursue their call with great passion—but somewhere along the line, they realize that their call is not just to serve their son, but also to serve all the children who have the same disease.  They knew what their call was, and they figured out how to pursue it the best they could.  But they only found out along the way who it was for.  

So what about us, who are we for?  I think this very puzzling story is included in the Gospel of Mark because the community for which it was written was struggling with this same question.  Perhaps a number of people in that community were initially motivated—like Lorenzo’s parents—by a passionate concern for their own people, their own Jewish community.  But somewhere along their line, they were coming to realize that they had to be opened.  Their call was not just for themselves—it was for other people, other communities, outsiders, even strangers.  And so it has been with every Christian community ever since.  We hear Jesus calling us to follow him in proclaiming that radical life change is possible, that God is near and available to us, that God’s way a way of justice and compassion.  But it isn’t immediately obvious to us how we are supposed to live that call out.  So we form communities and try to be as loving and caring for each other as we can be.  And only sometime later does it occur to us:  what if all of this work, what if all of this time we’ve spent forming community and building a church, what if it is really for someone else’s child?  What if this call is not just for us, but also for the world?

Twelve years ago this week, I was a young pastor trying to keep a struggling urban church afloat and my husband Dan was in his last year of graduate school, working frantically to finish a thesis so he could begin a post-doctoral fellowship which had been offered to him a year before.  We were also trying to be decent parents to18-month old twin boys and that took every bit of energy, every bit of free time we had.  One Sunday morning, 15 minutes before the start of worship, I received a call from the Department of Social Services emergency hot line.  They explained to me that a 14-year-old girl in my church youth group had just been kicked out of her foster home for stealing money.  They were wondering if it would be possible if Dan and I could give her a place to stay overnight.

I agreed—and that one night became four and a half years.  There were some unbelievably hard parts about those years and some really great parts, but one of the things I value the most about the experience is that it challenged me to open up my understanding of my call.  Dan and I felt sure that we were called to be parents—we had talked about having kids since our second date.  And we thought, at the time, that we were supposed to live out that call by caring for our very high-maintenance twins.  We weren’t really open to considering other ways of living out our call.  But right when we were the least ready to hear it, God told us that our call wasn’t just for our own children.  It was for Kara, too.  In order to really respond to God’s call, we had to be opened.

What about you?  Who are you for?  Is God nudging you to open your call up to something bigger, something wider?  What about us?  Who are we for?  What if all of the work we’ve put into building this community isn’t really just for us?  How is God nudging us to be opened?
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