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Zion Lutheran Church Stratford 
Sunday, September 9, 2012 
15th Sunday after Pentecost 

 
Proverbs 22:1-2, 8-9, 22-23 
Psalm 125 
James 2:1-10, [11-13], 14-17 
Mark 7:24-37 
 

“Isn’t it obvious that God-talk without God-acts is outrageous nonsense?” 
Quote from “The Message”, James 2: 17  

 
How do you feel when you see someone raiding your garbage can for food?  How do you feel 
when you walk along the street and find someone sitting on the sidewalk with a hat or can 
asking for money?  What is inside our heads and hearts when we face someone who is 
differently dressed, pushing a cart with all of their worldly possessions in it?  What are our first 
instincts?  What are our actions? 
 
Jesus had left his homeland entirely, journeying to the “region of Tyre”…today called Lebanon.  
Then it was a kind of “vacation spot” along the Mediterranean; a place to go when one wanted 
to get away from it all – which seemed to be what Jesus wanted – to be unknown. The area was 
not predominantly Jewish, but Gentile.  Yet, he had barely entered the house where he would 
stay when a Syro-Phoenician woman arrived on the doorstep.  She needed his healing power 
for her daughter.  And she wasn’t going to take no for an answer. 
 
A few years ago scholars began to interpret this incident by suggesting that Jesus was changed 
through the words and actions of this woman.  Uncomfortable … maybe frightening suggestion 
– God changing?  Jesus learning?  But Jesus is God.  How can that be?  Didn’t Jesus know 
everything from the beginning?  Didn’t his divinity provide him with a clear and mature sense of 
vocation and morality?  If he is truly God, what does this mean that he changed his mind, that 
he actually learned something new? 
 
We may become uneasy when we experience Jesus as a truly human being who actually didn’t 
know everything from the moment he was born. Remember, he chose to “put aside” his 
divinity so that he could be human.  As we live daily with this Jesus however, we become 
strengthened both in our humanity and in our relationship with God.  It is, after all, a matter of 
letting God be God and ourselves – and Jesus – be human.  Remember that Jesus, like us, didn’t 
always get what he prayed for.  In the garden of Gethsemane, the night before he was so 
cruelly crucified, Jesus asked for a miracle, he prayed “that this cup be taken from me”.  And it 
wasn’t.  And as a result of that heartfelt and human prayer, Jesus was strengthened by angels 
for the difficult time to come…. His suffering and death.  God didn’t abandon him, nor does God 
abandon us.   
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This persistent woman was rewarded – both for her persistence and her courage.  What did it 
take for her, a woman (and I think we are aware of the place women held in that society), to 
enter this house to speak to a man she had only heard about.  She must have been driven by 
compelling love and perhaps exhaustion.  She and her daughter were probably on the fringe of 
her society, without the protection of a man, otherwise her husband would have been the one 
to contact Jesus.  Perhaps her daughter was all she had.  She was powerless to change either 
her social status or the health of her daughter.  And they were being shunned by the townsfolk.  
How did she find the courage to enter that house, ask for healing and then persist through all of 
Jesus’ arguments?  And, when Jesus said that her daughter was healed, what made her believe 
him and go back to her house in peace?   
 
The encounter with this determined mother who was not part of the chosen people, made 
Jesus take a look at his calling – his vocation.  Here in this out-of-the-way place, without 
support from his own people, he chose to do the unthinkable, to go against the norms and 
mores with which he had grown up.  He even had to go against some of the religious teaching 
he had received – here was a woman a Syro-Phoenician woman – people who were enemies of 
Israel.  She was even an outcast in her own town.  And Jesus discovered that she was as worthy 
as any of God’s chosen people.  Jesus’ world view was broadened, his purpose was newly 
defined, and his understanding of God’s will was expanded to include all people.  Perhaps this 
was the “thin edge of the wedge” – the beginning of a deeper and more inclusive way of 
thinking and believing.  Certainly in Jesus’ preaching and teaching we hear clearly that God’s 
Kingdom is now here and includes everyone, especially the poor. 
 
Jesus didn’t take the easy way out.  He didn’t look at this woman and declare: “I can have 
nothing to do with you for it is forbidden for me a Jew and a rabbi to even talk with you”.  No, 
he listened to her.  He heard her.  And in all likelihood, he also listened for the Spirit’s nudge.  
And he was amazed at what he heard.  And neither did he say to her “you have taught me 
much.  Thank you. Go back to your home and your tormented daughter”.  No, he acted.  He 
healed her beloved daughter.  He gave of himself and the girl was well.   
 
Jesus has shown us how.  James instructs us in the what we need to do.  James is clear: if you 
think you are in a true and good relationship with God and give preferential treatment to those 
who have wealth, prestige or power, think again.  Your relationship with God is sadly lacking.  It 
may be pretend.  It may be for show, or it may be that you are fooling yourself.   
 
In the “Message” – the Bible translated by Eugene Peterson, the words ring loudly:  “Isn’t it 
obvious that God-talk without God-acts is outrageous nonsense?”    James 2:17 
 
Jesus learned how important each human being is, no matter what they look like or where they 
come from.  He listened to the woman deeply, and heard the Spirit more deeply still.  He 
walked with her and met her where she was. His compassion was stirred and he acted to help 
her in the way that was best for her. 
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God welcomes all, God’s Spirit encompasses every person on this earth.  There is no class or 
status in God’s Kingdom.  We are one. 
 
Which leads us to some interesting questions:  What type of persons would be unwelcome in 
Zion Lutheran Church?  Whose presence might elicit surprise, discomfort, or the judgment that 
such people don’t belong here?  Who are our outcasts?  How well do we provide for those with 
mental or physical or emotional needs?  How do our decisions as Church Council and 
Congregation impact persons who are marginalized or impoverished?  Are we willing to listen 
to those who are being treated unjustly – by our political system, our health care system, or a 
dysfunctional family – and then work with them to obtain justice?  Are we willing to walk with 
those who are close and those who are far away? Are we willing to risk the attempt to influence 
our politicians, our government representatives?  Are we willing to study and discover the facts 
so that our conversations can be helpful and not judgmental?  Are we willing to learn, to 
change, to grow? 
 
This path is not an easy one – as Jesus discovered.  We can do all of the God-talk we want to do, 
but until we band together to do the God-acts, our life in relationship with this loving God is 
incomplete.  We are called to see the connection between physical well-being, justice in the 
political arena and spiritual maturity.  We live in an interdependent network – one in which 
some are favored and others neglected.  We know – the rich are becoming richer, the poor are 
becoming poorer.  Our task as faith filled Christians is to identify who and where is the neglect 
and act together to bring about justice.  
 
Whatever the disciples thought, whatever might have been in Jesus’ mind when he first 
encountered this foreign woman, in the end Jesus shows us his divine and human compassion.  
His love led him to heal this woman’s daughter right then and there.  We can hope and pray 
that our own encounters with people “from the outside” will consistently be this gracious and 
loving.   
 
 
Prayer by Jan Richardson:  Let us pray 
 
Lord, This day. This hour. In each moment given to us, may we bring sustenance. May we bring 
joy. Whatever illness we bear, whatever wounds we carry, may we be ministers of healing to 
one another, and may the wholeness that persists within us rise up and shine through, offering 
testimony in the ways that only we can offer. Amen 

 
 
  
 


