
  

  

 

  

 Everything today hinges on that one word, uttered today next to the bounteous 

table of the Lord, where bread is broken, and wine is poured – “ephphatha” eh-fa-tha – 

“be opened.”  

 

People who are guests at our church would sometimes ask if the Presbyterians 

practice “open Communion.” At first, I was thrown by the question, but then I 

remembered some of my experiences. 

 

I remember Easter mornings when we visited my grandparents in rural north 

Alabama and attended their church. We would sit in the old pews in that small, wooden 

structure, and when they got ready to serve communion, the elder would approach our 

pew, pause, and then walk on by. We were not allowed to take communion there because 

we did not belong to that church. I always wondered how they knew that. Did we just 

look Presbyterian? That was a closed communion. 

 

 I recall worshiping in a church and listening to the priest – a very kind man – use 

gentle but firm words to instruct us that because this was a rite of that denomination, we 

were welcome to come forward and receive a blessing, but we could not receive the bread 

and wine. Closed communion. 

 

 And as Jesus makes his way into Gentile country, far north in the region of Tyre, it 

seems that maybe he is himself practicing closed communion. This woman who 

approaches him is a foreigner, a Gentile; today she would be known as a Syrian. If we 

back up a step from the encounter, we hear that Jesus has gone to this region for some 

anonymity, he did not want anyone to know he was there. The woman hears about it, 

comes, bows at his feet, and begs for the health of her daughter. 

 

 Now, we have seen these scenes throughout Mark’s Gospel. You remember when 

a paralyzed man was lowered into the crowded house where Jesus is teaching. They 

literally dig through the roof and lower him down right in front of Jesus. Jesus heals him. 
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 Or recall the time when a leader named Jarius asked for Jesus to come and heal his 

daughter. On the way, a woman reaches out and touches the hem of his garment. Not 

only is she healed, but Jesus remarks on her great faith. Then, after hearing that Jarius’s 

daughter has died, he goes anyway, and raises her from death. 

 

 Remember when Jesus wanted to go with his disciples to a quiet, deserted place to 

rest, but the crowds find out and rush to get there before Jesus does. He doesn’t get upset, 

but rather heals all who are brought to him, and when the disciples want to send them 

away to find something to eat, he says, “You give them something to eat,” and five 

thousand people are fed, with enough bread left over to fill twelve baskets. 

 

 That’s the Jesus we have come to expect - open, accommodating, abundant. He 

turns no one away. 

 

 But here, in Tyre, in this house where he hoped he would not be found, confronted 

with this Gentile woman, something gives.  

 

 He imagines his ministry as presiding over a table filled with bread. The children 

are all seated around the table, and it is his responsibility to feed them. “It is not fair,” he 

says, “to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.”  

 

 Did he just call her a dog? Our Jesus? Closed communion. 

 

 The shock of it has sent interpreters over the centuries to try and sort out what it 

means. Some say that it wasn’t such an insult, he meant “puppies.” You know – puppies. 

He was calling her cute and cuddly. Even if we grant this interpretation, which seems a 

little Greek language sleight-of-hand, the puppy in question here still isn’t getting the 

food, so the rebuff remains. 

 

 Others say he was trying to teach, that he knew she was up to the task, and he 

wanted to show the cruelty and absurdity of exclusivism. The poet Miriam Williams 

captures this perspective when she writes, “He who is without sin cannot call me a dog 

and mean it, so Master, use me for your lesson.” 

 

 Still others say the simplest answer is the most likely. Jesus was tired. He wanted 

to rest, to hide out a while. He is annoyed that she found him. He pops off at her, using a 

common slur Jews made against Gentiles. It reminds me of a t-shirt I saw once that said, 

“I’m sorry for that thing I said when I was hungry.” In other words, Jesus is both fully 

divine and fully human. So he gets annoyed, like any human would, and he expresses his 

annoyance. 



 I don’t know whose interpretation is right – maybe all of them, maybe none, 

maybe a bit of each. But I do wonder if we are spending our energy on the wrong part of 

the story. Maybe we should focus where Jesus ultimately does – not on his insult, but on 

her response. She grants his point, leaving the imaginary table standing and the children 

sitting around it, and reminding him that the dogs are part of the household as well. They 

eat the crumbs left by the children. 

 

 And just like that, something shifts in Jesus. He seems to come back to himself. 

For saying what she did, her daughter is well.  

 

 What a remarkable image she is of persistence, of the kind of faith that is often 

born of desperation and that refuses to let go of Jesus until he recognizes that her 

daughter is not expendable, is not second-class, is entitled to the bread as well because 

she is in not the Jewish household or the Gentile household or the male household or the 

female household, but the human household. 

 

 Jesus now leaves that house and remains in Gentile territory. The crowd brings 

another person of Gentile origin to him. But now Jesus does not hesitate and his prayer 

for the man seems itself a prayer for the church, for all that would follow him, 

“ephphatha”, eh-fa-tha – “be opened.”  

 

 It’s no wonder the crowds cannot keep silent. Here is this Jewish teacher way up 

here in Tyre and the Decapolis, and he’s doing all things well, he is receiving them and 

healing them and including them. There is room, after all, at the table. 

 

 We went to Tyre back in January of 2020. The group from FPC were in Lebanon, 

which is where the ancient city of Tyre is now located. South of Beirut, a little north of 

the Israeli border, it is a city marked by all the border disputes, the mixing of generations 

of people who have called it home. In a place like Tyre, Christians and Muslims exist 

side-by-side, with all the tensions that entails. We heard stories of the sometimes-violent 

clashes between the groups. In the larger country of Lebanon, there are only one hundred 

Jewish persons, most of them fleeing decades ago.  

 

 And yet when we gathered for breakfast in the little hotel overlooking the city, the 

Mediterranean coast there in the distance, the sun coming through the windows on the 

terrace, the great promise of a place like this seemed to be enacted at the table, as bread 

was broken, stories shared, and the boundaries that can keep our communions closed 

stretched. It was as if we were partaking in the same spirit as the woman who 

encountered Jesus on the same shore we could see just out the window. 

 



 Some of you have heard me tell the story before of a time when we took our then 

three-year-old son to an Episcopal church in Memphis for the Easter Vigil. He was 

released from the nursery at the time when the children were to come with their parents to 

receive a blessing from the priest. I rushed out into the aisle and caught up to him just as 

he had made the turn to go up to the gold-plated, richly-decorated altar. When we got to 

the priest, our son had observed others holding out their hands for the bread, so he did the 

same.  

 

 The priest had a choice – observe the rules of the communion that is closed to 

children, or grant our son a space at the table. He handed him the bread. Caleb just stared 

at it, so the priest took it back and motioned for him to open his mouth. The same thing 

happened with the wine, with me in fear Caleb would spew it back on the white, newly-

pressed vestments. But he did not, and as we moved back down to our pew, he said, 

“Dad, that was fun, but the juice tasted funny.” 

 

 I hope the priest didn’t get in trouble for allowing my boy to take communion. 

After all, the priest was following in the steps of the one he proclaims, who given a 

choice of opening the table or sealing it shut, threw it open forever, right down to this 

day, where our table stands ready, open for all. Amen. 


