On the Road with Jesus:  A Detour


Don’t you just hate when this happens?  You’re driving along, making great time, smooth sailing, when all of a sudden, up pops a detour sign, quickly followed by a flagger and construction equipment.  Suddenly, you have to slow down, pay very close attention to where you are driving and watch for potholes.  Nobody likes detours, yet it’s often in the detours of life that we gain the most wisdom.  


In Mark’s gospel narrative, we’ve seen Jesus feed multitudes with just a few pieces of bread and fish.  He has also challenged the Pharisees and their idea of what it is that makes a person right with God (in their language, what makes a person clean or unclean).  Today, Jesus takes his disciples and us on a little detour that will challenge some stereotypes about who Jesus is and what the journey with him is all about.  Ready?  Here comes that detour sign.  

Mark 7:24-30

How many of you are dog owners?  Maybe I should rephrase that.  How many of you are owned by a dog?  You may already know these, but in case you don’t, here are 15 critical rules to establish if you are going to keep dogs.

1. Dogs are never permitted in the house.  The dog stays outside in a specially built wooden compartment named, for very good reason, the dog house.

2. Okay, the dog can enter the house, but only for short visits or if his own house is under renovation.

3. Okay, the dog can stay in the house on a permanent basis, provided his dog house can be sold in a yard sale to a rookie dog owner.

4. Inside the house, the dog is not allowed to run free and is confined to a comfortable but secure metal cage.

5. Okay, the cage becomes part of a two-for-one deal along with the dog house in the yard sale, and the dog can go wherever he pleases.

6. The dog is never allowed on the furniture.

7. Okay, the dog can get on the old furniture but not the new furniture.

8. Okay, the dog can get up on the new furniture until it looks like the old furniture and then we’ll sell the whole works and buy new furniture. . .upon which the dog will most definitely not be allowed.  

9. The dog never sleeps on the bed.  Period.

10. Okay, the dog can sleep at the foot of the bed.

11. Okay, the dog can sleep alongside me, but he’s not allowed under the covers.

12. Okay, the dog can sleep alongside me under the covers but not with his head on the pillow.  

13. Okay, the dog can sleep alongside me under the covers with his head on the pillow, but if he snores he’s got to leave the room.

14. Okay, the dog can sleep and snore and have nightmares in bed, but he’s not to come in and sleep on the couch in the living room, where I’m now sleeping.  That’s just not fair.

15. The dog never gets listed on the census questionnaire as “primary resident,” even if it’s true.  (internet)

 
We love our dogs, don’t we?  And if you live with dogs, you most likely think of your dogs as part of your family. Still, I’ll bet that you felt a twinge of discomfort when Jesus called the Syrophoenician woman a dog.  Because it sounded a whole lot like an insult.  And it was.  


And the thing that is so uncomfortable is the simple fact that it is Jesus who makes this insulting comment.  Sweet, kind, gentle Jesus, who loves children and lambs and well, everybody, really.   He’s not supposed to say that sort of thing.  He’s just supposed to be nice and to help people.  Right?  


Not that this is the first (or the last) time that Jesus will make an insulting comment.  You’ve heard some of his other insults:  He called the Pharisees whitewashed tombs and blind guides and hypocrites.  He called Herod “that fox.”  He called the buyers and sellers in the temple “robbers.”  But the thing is that they deserved it, right?  But this poor woman, all she did was ask for healing for her daughter.  She doesn’t deserve to be called a dog.  Or does she?  If you were one of the disciples you would probably think that she did deserve it.  

In those days in the Middle East, there were great divides between the different cultures, races and religions.  Each group looked down their noses at the other groups and called each other names.  Like “dog.”


  So, the disciples, like other Israelites of their time, have a pretty low view of Gentile pagans.  They might even have a special hatred reserved for people in the region of Tyre, because historically, these people have been some of Israel’s worst enemies.  And in the present time, the Syrophoenicians are driving BMWs while the people of Galilee (where many of the disciples are from) struggle from paycheck to paycheck.  So, even being in this area is bound to bring up some pretty negative feelings on the part of the disciples.  Feelings we call prejudice.  


Prejudice is tenacious.  Though not always logical. A man from China and a Jewish American man met on a cruise ship, and were having lunch together.  Suddenly without warning the Jewish man gets up, walks over to the Chinese fellow and smashes him in the mouth, sending him sprawling.  The Chinese man picks himself up, rubs his jaw and asks, “What in the world did you do that for?”  


“That was for Pearl Harbor!” the American says.  


“Pearl Harbor?”  The Chinese man is astounded.  “I didn’t have anything to do with Pearl Harbor.  It was the Japanese who bombed Pearl Harbor!” 


The Jewish American man replies, “Chinese, Japanese, Taiwanese—they’re all the same to me!”   With that they both sit down again, and before too long the Chinese man gets up, walks over to the other man and sends him flying with a hard slap to the jaw.  The Jewish man yells out, “What did you do that for?”  And the answer comes back: “The Titanic!”  “The Titanic?  Why, I didn’t have anything to do with the Titanic!”  To which the Chinese man retorted:  “Goldberg, Feinberg, Iceberg . . . they’re all the same to me!”  (Illustrations Unlimited, 432)  

Galileans just don’t like people from Tyre.  So when this Syrophoenician woman comes to ask for help, the disciples are resistant.  According to Matthew’s version of this same story, the disciples say to Jesus, “Send her away!”  These guys are kind of like a broken record, aren’t they?  That’s what they said about the hungry crowds last week.  Send them away. That’s what they said when parents were bringing their children to Jesus.  Send them away!  I can just hear them whispering among themselves, “You know, following Jesus would be great if it weren’t for all these grubby people that keep showing up!”  Send her away!

Here’s what I’m driving at.  I think that Jesus’ words, though they are addressed to the woman, are really a challenge for the disciples. And I think that Mark has preserved the story as a challenge for us as well.    Jesus is verbalizing what the disciples most certainly are thinking.  Then he makes a profound statement by what he does.    


You know what that feels like, when someone says out loud what the rest of the group is thinking?  It can be kind of embarrassing, can’t it?  


A six-year-old girl was helping her mom get ready for company by setting the table.  When the company arrived, they all took their places around the table.  When they were ready to eat, the mom noticed that one of the women did not have any silverware.  She asked her daughter why she had not put any silverware at this woman’s place.  The girl said, “Oh, Mommy, I didn’t think she needed any silverware.”  


Mom was confused.  “But why would you think that, Honey?”  


“Remember what Daddy says?” the girl said.  “Daddy says that she eats like a horse.” (parables, etc., 22.11.7)  


“Let the children be fed first,” Jesus said.  “It isn’t fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.”   


I suspect that the disciples’ ears perked up when Jesus said that.  “Yeah, Jesus, preach it!  The Messiah belongs to Israel.”  Unfortunately the disciples are not at all in synch with Jesus and what he is doing.  By contrast, the woman seems almost to be in cahoots with Jesus.  On the same page, anyway.  Despite the insult in Jesus’ words, the conversation has an almost bantering kind of tone.  She knows exactly how to respond to Jesus, and doesn’t seem put off at all.  And in the end, she gets what she wants.  She is a woman of faith, though the word faith is not used.  She doesn’t need a whole loaf of bread.  Just a crumb or two.  The size of a mustard seed, perhaps.  Jesus can do it, even at long distance.


Jesus’ actions speak louder than his words in this story.  By exposing this prejudice and then healing the little girl, Jesus challenges the prejudice held by the disciples and other Israelites of the time.  


By including this story in his gospel, Mark challenges our own prejudices as well.  Are there some things that go on in your head that you would really hate to have Jesus say out loud?  Do you think Jesus came only for people who are like you?   Or did he also come for people with different color skin, of different languages, different lifestyles?  Maybe even for people whom you would consider your enemies?  


Jesus is making a prophetic statement when he says that the children must be fed first.  It’s not his job to concentrate on the conversion of the Gentiles.  That will come a bit later. Jesus’ mission is to announce the kingdom of God to the people of Israel.  To let them know that their Messiah indeed has come.  Still, the old barriers, the old taboos are about to be swept away.  The dogs under the table are already sharing the children’s bread; pretty soon they will cease to be dogs at all and be children themselves. (see Tom Wright, Mark for Everyone, 96, paraphrased)


Well, when you’re on the road with Jesus, even the detours are full of possibility.  Especially if you’re willing to look at your own stereotypes and prejudices.  If you’re willing to meet the authentic Jesus and follow him.  I like what Lloyd Ogilvie says: “The authentic Jesus tenderly cares for us when we hurt, but He tenaciously exposes anything that keeps us from being His faithful servants.  His love and forgiveness are unqualified, but His demands are unequivocal.  He is the Master who holds the mandate of the kingdom and the Lord of all life who calls us to commit all we have and are to Him.”  

(The Other Jesus, 13)  
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