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I am a cradle Episcopalian and have visited many a church and a few cathedrals over 

the years and can tell you that I know how both of the folks James is talking about 

might have felt. While not on the wealthy side, one makes enough as a  a nurse, but 

rich isn’t in the cards, I have been treated like the one dressed in fine clothes. I have 

also been treated like one in dirty clothes. What is this stranger doing in our church? 

No one talks to you even at coffee hour, if one can find where coffee hour is being 

held.  

 

This week’s Gospel and Epistle could be looked at as a dance between James and 

Mark’s Jesus. Last week Jesus rebuked the Pharisees and some scribes for “teaching 

human precepts as doctrines. You abandon the commandment of God and hold to 

human tradition.”’ Placing their own preferences above God’s. Then this week Jesus 

denies healing to the daughter of the Syrophoenician woman because she was born, 

grew-up, lives in the wrong place, and possibly believe the wrong thing, thereby 

denying James royal law. So we will start with Mark and a desperate mother.  

 

He said to her, “Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children’s 

food and throw it to the dogs.” Not exactly the Jesus we are use to and someone 

James, would chastise “But if you show partiality, you commit sin and are convicted 

by the law as transgressors.” And last week we heard Jesus himself say “Listen to 

me, all of you, and understand: there is nothing outside a person that by going in can 

defile, but the things that come out are what defile.”(Mk 7). This un-Jesus like name 

calling  has kept writers busy for as long as people have been interpreting the 

Christian Testament. Is the woman being tested, winning an argument, is there a 

gleam in Jesus’ eye in giving her a chance to express her faith..  

 

But perhaps Jesus means what he says and has no intention of expelling a demon 

from the Syrophoenician girl. Perhaps the mother argues Jesus into doing otherwise. 
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Although a lot of people have a hard time believing that Jesus can be persuaded to 

change his mind. “Let the children be fed first,” Jesus implies that the time is not 

right. Blessings may come to gentiles, in time, but for now his work is on behalf of 

Jews. His answer is a “not just yet”.  

 

 

What is going on here? First of all, why would Jesus go away to Tyre and hide out is 

a house? Mark doesn’t really say but the assumption is that he was exhausted, 

having become the center of attention in Israel and perhaps some compassion 

fatigue has set in. He has also been confronting the powers-that-be and challenging 

their beliefs and values, something that is not healthy practice for prophets. Tyre 

was Gentile country and while Jews were disliked it would be a good place to take 

time, rest, and let things settle down in Israel.  

 

His break is not to be. He was noticed by a woman, a Gentile woman, of 

Syrophoenician origin making her implicitly impure. She is unaccompanied by a 

husband or male relative, she initiates a conversation with a strange man — another 

taboo transgressed, and she has a daughter who is possessed by a demon, checking 

many boxes for someone that Jesus should not be interacting with and he says so.  

 

Now the unnamed woman could have come right back at Jesus, I am sure the 

Gentiles had more than a few choice names for Jews, but instead with a sharp 

riposte “Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.” claims a share 

of the children’s abundant blessing and Jesus is impressed and changes his practice. 

“For saying that, you may go—the demon has left your daughter.” And like Jacob in 

his faith, she did not let go until she got her blessing, knowing that her daughter 

first, would be and then had been healed, “… she went home, found the child lying on 

the bed, and the demon gone” Unlike most healing stories faith is not mentioned but 

it is very evident and put in action.  

 

James, in-turn, gives an example of two persons coming into “your assembly” and 

being treated very differently. One is dressed in fine clothes and the other, in dirty 

clothes, the first is not labeled as rich, but the second is labeled as poor, not once but 

twice. The first is treated with deference and the second, who probably wouldn’t be 
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able to add to the budget, was told to go stand in the corner. Is it just the 

economically poor that are the abused, oppressed and neglected, or is the word 

“poor” a stand-in for all the ‘others’ as judgement is passed on outward 

appearances; disability, dress, skin color, class, accent, gender, or age? 

 

James goes on to speak of God’s special predilection toward those who have been 

excluded from the banquet of life. “Has not God chosen the poor in the world to be 

rich in faith and to be heirs of the kingdom that he has promised to those who love 

him?” About the rich James gives warning “But you have dishonored the poor. Is it 

not the rich who oppress you? Is it not they who drag you into court? Is it not they 

who blaspheme the excellent name that was invoked over you?”  

The prejudices of the world, rather than the preferences of God, have come to be 

manifest within the community and in showing partiality one is committing sin by 

turning away from God’s “royal law” and the covenant that both sides agreed to. 

“You do well if you really fulfill the royal law according to the scripture, “You shall 

love your neighbor as yourself.”” By transgressing one law one becomes accountable 

for all the law. This is possibly the strongest condemnation of discrimination in 

scripture. 

 

While James condemns partiality and the abuse by wealth, he encourages adherence 

to the law in serving the community, he considers the Law, a Law of freedom. This 

Law does judge those who are merciless, but responds mercifully toward the 

merciful (James 2:13), echoing the Sermon on the Mount (Mt 5:7) and that is the 

grace of God through Jesus brings salvation. It is trust in that grace that Christians 

profess but James’ point that engaging and enacting that faith within creation is 

what makes us alive. James 2:26 states “Just as the body without spirit is dead, you 

see, so faith without works is dead.” 

 

So when you’re approached by your own Syrophoenician woman for help, or “…if a 

person with gold rings and in fine clothes comes into your assembly, and if a poor 

person in dirty clothes also comes in…” How will you respond?  

 

Remember 
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Jesus stated “The first of all the commandments is, ‘Listen, O Israel, the Lord our God 

is one Lord. You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your 

soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength. This is the first 

commandment. The second is this: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There 

is no other commandment greater than these.” 

 

Our promises in the Baptismal Covenant 

Will you seek and serve Christ in all persons, loving your neighbor as yourself? and 

Will you strive for justice and peace among all people, and respect the dignity of 

every human being? 

and the people said I will, with God’s help.  
 

 

And finally a prayer from a lady named Mary, a neighbor of Jim Wallis who 

volunteers in a food pantry where she is a client, “Lord, we know that you’ll be 

comin ’through this line today, so, Lord, help us to treat you well.” 

 


