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“The teacher becomes the student and the student becomes the teacher.”  I was looking through my old High School yearbook from my senior year in 1976 and this quote jumped off the page.  John Daugherty, my senior English Literature teacher was quoted in answering the question – “When do you know that you have done your job as a teacher?”  When the teacher becomes the student and the student becomes the teacher.  I experienced that in a powerful way this last Tuesday morning at my Bible Study at the BOCS Care Center.  There were two newcomers – one a volunteer and one a new client.  We were examining the Gospel lectionary text from Luke – one almost as difficult as our text from today – where Jesus says that the dead should bury there own dead and that we should not look back when we’re plowing the field for we will stray off course.  One of our newcomers had an uncanny insight into the mystery of that text.  She explained it theologically and applied it beautifully in her own life.  I was greatly impressed, as I became student while she presided as teacher.  Afterwards, I asked, Tiffany, the Activities Director, about the woman.  She said, “Actually she is a Muslim.”  Was I blown away at the person who might have been least likely to understand a difficult text from our Bible teaching the teacher.  


Mark’s gospel has this kind of feature all over the place – that is, the people least likely to understand who Jesus is are the ones who get it first.  Whether it is a Roman centurion showing incredible faith, or a demon who confesses Jesus as Lord, the ones at the margins of the Jesus movement are the ones who seem to really get it.  The disciples usually look like a bumbling set of keystone cops.  So it is not surprising that we see a gentile woman, a Syrophoenician, who amazes the rabbi Jesus in our story today.


Prior to our story this morning about his encounter with this woman Jesus has been engaged in an intense teaching session in Galilee about what defiles us – not the food that goes in, but the attitudes that come out of us.  He is tired and needs to get away from the incessant crowds wanting a piece of him.  So he runs off to Tyre, a district in Syria along the Mediterranean Coast, where it is unlikely that he will encounter followers, much less a crowd.  He  ends up in a house where the most unlikely character, this woman, recognizes him and asks him to heal her daughter of an unclean spirit.


What follows is a conversation that is one of the most difficult to understand in the Bible.  What also follows in six short verses is an encounter with a remarkably intelligent and courageous woman, and a deeply devoted mother.  Teachers, Rabbis, were powerful, intimidating figures.  Jesus was at the top of that list.  He was learned in the Scriptures.  If you went up against him in a theological argument, you would be buried.  He had all the theological power.  She would have had none.  Add to that the fact that Jesus refers to her as a “dog.”  Now yes this was the kind of dog that was a domestic pet, not a wild dog roaming the street.  But it was still a dog and if we encountered it in our ordinary dialect today it would be a B-I-T-C-H.  This from the lips of meek and mild Jesus.  There were all kind of socioeconomic subplots in this exchange.  Gentiles were outsiders to the Jewish communities and would have been referred to as “dogs” in respectable company.  There were also economic implications.  Peasant Galilean farmers, ones who Jesus would have advocated, during times of drought or poor economic conditions, would have seen their crop exported out of Israel to command a larger sum of money like would have existed in a wealthy seaport city like Tyre.  There was much bad blood here in all the social fabric of the times.  But what is most shocking here, in spite of the intimidation and power factors, is that this woman turns the table on Jesus.  It would have been expected that Jesus would be in total control of the argument, as usual.  He says, “I must first provide bread for the children (of Israel). Why would I throw it to the dogs?”  Jesus was on the offense here.  But the Syrophoenician woman is cool and fast on her feet.  She uses Jesus’ own tactics.  Some of Jesus’ best arguments come from his strong teaching in Matthew 5, the Sermon on the Mount.  He said things like, “you have heard it said to love your friends and hate your enemies, but I say love your enemies.”  Jesus plays off the Jewish law like it is a tennis match.  Who is this woman to be a challenger to Jesus.  But she does two remarkable things:  first, she takes his image of eating bread at the family table, and builds upon it to suggest that the small crumbs that fall off the table, the Word of God that Jesus brings in such full measure, is enough to feed these dogs, the gentiles.  That’s pretty good alone.  But she also uses her feminine characteristics as well.  What do I mean?  Jesus spoke (like most men I know) in a linear, single-tasked fashion.  “First, we need to feed the lost sheep of Israel.  Then we can get to the gentiles.”  The Syrophoenician woman does what so many bright women that I know do:  she thought not in a straight line, but holistically; she thought of the spreading of the gospel not as either/or but as a both/and; and she thought not as an isolated task, but as a relational reality, like the feeding of the extended family, including the household pet.  And Jesus’ mind was changed.  Faith sharing is relational, not an isolated task.  The spreading of the good news of Jesus need not wait on the lost sheep of Israel all getting it first.  Gentile conversion happened simultaneously.  Yes, all of us can multi-task in our transforming acts on behalf of the world.  Paul would later write in the letter to the Romans that it was only after the gentile population did receive the good news that Israel’s heart would be changed.  And here Jesus is changed as well in his understanding of his own ministry.  That’s right, he was influenced in his understanding of his own vocation.  We don’t see God change God’s mind much in the New Testament.  We see all over the place in the Hebrew Bible, our Old Testament.  Abraham changes God’s mind over how to treat Sodom.  Moses changes God’s mind over how God should treat the Hebrew refugees out in the wilderness.  Jacob wrestles with God.  And here we see a powerless, outsider, and a woman who wrestles linguistically with Jesus and wins the debate hands-down.  Amazing.


You know that this text is almost a caricature of Bering.  In fact at our church leadership retreat last fall, David K. suggested this text as the theme most appropriate for Bering in recent years.  Bering is the Syrophoenician woman.  Jesus represents the institutional church, unsympathetic to the cause not of gentile healing, but of the full inclusion of GLBT people in the institutional church beyond our local walls.  We must use the methods of persuasion to change the prevailing view of the church.  And this woman shows us that maybe we would be most served by using a feminist approach.  We must view our struggle as a both/and proposition and that everything is relational in the small steps that we take.  We don’t need to view every part of our game plan as a set of linear tasks, but we try things simultaneously, using a holistic approach.


What is the current situation that I would like to apply here?  Rather than the Biblical text that applies to God’s salvific plan, I’d like to instead apply it to the area of full inclusion in the marriage covenant, as it applies to GLBT people.


At our Annual Conference in May I got in a very engaging conversation with a old friend Richard who is Lay Leader of one of our larger United Methodist congregations.  Richard had attended the “Breaking the Silence” luncheon and is rapidly becoming an advocate for full inclusion.  Richard’s opinion is that we need to change the linguistic battleground of what we are fighting for.  He said, “Andy, there are those who we can influence on the question of marriage who feel that the term marriage is emotionally charged.  They believe that is their word for heterosexual marriage and theirs alone.  What we need to do is to come up with new language that recognizes their position that would also include unions for gay and lesbian people.”  Now Richard doesn’t have the language figured out yet.  His point is that we need to find an both/and situation rather than an either/or.  Now of course there is the natural reaction that we will be creating a second-class kind of marriage, one that is not as honored as the institution that we currently have for straight people.  I think what ever we come up with needs to recognize that risk and that tendency.


We also need to view this as a relational task.  We need to celebrate those long-term, faithful, loving GLBT unions in our midst.  We need to connect those to healthy families of origin that participate in PFLAG and paternal organizations such as the United Methodist Men and United Methodist Women.  Once we do that I believe minds will be changed.  If we respect the tradition of marriage into which are attempting to graft ourselves (seeing it as a both/and) and we lift up the family relationships that honor fidelity and agape love within gay and lesbian relationships, connected to a loving family of origin, people in larger numbers will begin to get it.  They, like Jesus, will say, “for saying that I am healed and you are healed in my own eyes and experience.”  Let us look to that day and call on the God of Abraham, of Jacob, of Moses, of the Syrophoenician woman, the one who allows us to struggle with this living God, to bless this change and to accept it as the future to which we all look in joyful anticipation.
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