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THE FIFTEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

We Do Have a Friend in Jesus
Mark 7:24-37; James 2:1-10

“What a friend we have in Jesus!”  What a beloved song!  Hearing it
takes many of us back to Sunday School assemblies, campfire sing-a-longs,
and revivals of our youth.  In his lyrics, Joseph Scriven covered many of the
struggles we all have: sins, griefs, peace, pain, trials, temptations,
discouragement, troubles of the world.1  In all of these things and more, God
in Christ is the truest friend we can have.  It is a good song for a pandemic,
wouldn’t you agree?

“Friend” seems to be exactly how many people experienced Jesus.  He
was clearly charismatic because his simple invitation to join him was enough
for people to drop what they were doing and sign on as his disciples.  He was
outgoing, friendly, kind, caring, understanding.  He had a good sense of
humor.  He was eager to help.  He would go the extra mile.  Jesus was a
good friend.

Like all of us, however, he had his moments.  Mark tells us about a
couple of those times when Jesus did not come across as very friendly. 
Listen:

From there he set out and went away to the region of Tyre. 
He entered a house and did not want anyone to know he was
there.  Yet he could not escape notice, but a woman whose little
daughter had an unclean spirit immediately heard about him, and
she came and bowed down at his feet.  Now the woman was a
Gentile, of Syrophoenician origin.  She begged him to cast the
demon out of her daughter.  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.”  But she answered him, “Sir, even the dogs under the
table eat the children’s crumbs.”  Then he said to her, “For saying
that, you may go—the demon has left your daughter.”  So she
went home, found the child lying on the bed, and the demon
gone.

1Joseph Scriven, “What a Friend We Have in Jesus,” Chalice Hymnal, Daniel B. Merrick, ed., (St.
Louis: Chalice Press, 1995), 585.



Then he returned from the region of Tyre, and went by way
of Sidon towards the Sea of Galilee, in the region of the
Decapolis.  They brought to him a deaf man who had an
impediment in his speech; and they begged him to lay his hand
on him.  He took him aside in private, away from the crowd, and
put his fingers into his ears, and he spat and touched his tongue. 
Then looking up to heaven, he sighed and said to him,
“Ephphatha,” that is, “Be opened.”  And immediately his ears were
opened, his tongue was released, and he spoke plainly.  Then
Jesus ordered them to tell no one; but the more he ordered them,
the more zealously they proclaimed it.  They were astounded
beyond measure, saying, “He has done everything well; he even
makes the deaf to hear and the mute to speak.” Mark 7:24-37

While Scrivener’s song certainly wasn’t around in the first century,
people were singing Jesus’ praises throughout Palestine.  Obviously this
Gentile woman and Gentile man knew about this friendly Jew who cared
about everyone and offered healing.

I have long thought from the sparse details that Mark offers us that
Jesus was on vacation.  He was taking a break because he was tired.  Maybe
it was for him like a Labor Day weekend and an opportunity for some needed
time off after a long, hot, tiring summer.  Jesus had gone to the coast alone
because he was weary and wanted some rest.

I imagine him settling into a secluded cottage by the sea, taking a deep
breath, and exhaling slowly to let all of the tension drain away.  A knock on
the door startled him just as he was about to doze off.  He had asked that no
one be told he was there so maybe it was his friend who had loaned him the
cottage.  He opened the door and a local woman was standing there, clearly
distraught.  Barely had he said hello when she started talking, emotionally
telling the story of her daughter who was ill, begging him to heal her.

He was off the clock.  He was on vacation.  The cell phone was off.  The
laptop was back home.  He had unplugged the TV.  He just wanted a little
peace and quiet and to be left alone for a while.  Perhaps it was the bone-
tired exhaustion speaking, but before the woman could finish her story, he
said, “Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children’s food
and throw it to the dogs.”  Today his career would be over.  Talk about
insensitive and inflammatory language!  Jesus had just compared this Gentile
woman to a dog not worthy of the feast reserved for the Jewish people.  He
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was saying to her, “I came to take care of the Jews first.  They will get the first
helping!”

He started to close the door, but the shocked and surely irate woman
stuck out her foot and kept it open.  She gave as good as she had gotten
when she said, “Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children's crumbs.”

Like a slap to the face, the cobwebs cleared from Jesus’ head and he
realized what he had said.  I imagine that he might have even laughed and
said, “Touché!” as he pronounced the woman’s daughter healed and blessed
her on her way.

Hopefully, Jesus was able to rest some, but Mark does not tell us how
long he stayed or if he stayed.  He tells the story as if Jesus left immediately
and started back home, although he does tell us that he took the odd route
of going north toward Sidon on his way to Galilee which was southeast. 
Perhaps he still wanted a little time to enjoy to coast before returning home. 

As he walked through the seaside town of Sidon, people quickly
recognized him and, being good friends themselves, brought to him a man
who was deaf and had a speech impediment.  Again, though Mark does not
say it, but you have the feeling that Jesus was not excited.  He pulled the man
off to the side, away from the crowd.  We see him spit and touch the man’s
tongue then stand there, holding the man’s head, fingers touching his ears. 
He looked up to heaven and sighed.  Was it a sigh of weariness?  Was it a
sigh of frustration that people always wanted something from him?  Was it a
sigh of sadness that people were eager for their bodies to be healed but not
necessarily for their hearts and minds to be healed as well?   Whatever that
sigh meant, Jesus prayed and commanded the man’s ears to be opened and
his tongue loosed.  The man was healed!

What do these stories mean for us nearly two thousand years later in
a place on earth that people in Jesus’ time could never have imagined?  I see
Jesus’ humanity on full display in these two stories and it is not necessarily
a pretty picture!  Jesus appears rude and aggravated and put upon.  He looks
more like me in these stories than I ever look like him in so many other
stories.  He contradicts some of his own teaching and certainly does not
measure up to the behavior recommended by the writer of the Epistle of
James.  Perhaps I should take some comfort in seeing Jesus in these raw
moments.  Perhaps I should study his reactions to these people.  Weariness
and frustration and even being short-tempered at times are not necessarily
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sinful when we are in need of rest and refreshment.  They are human
reactions to human situations.  Maybe Jesus reminds us that it is okay to be
human.

Jesus also reminds us that is good to do what is needed and right. 
Ultimately, he did not let his primary mission to the Jewish people keep him
from caring for his Gentile neighbors and we begin to see a shift toward a
more inclusive ministry.  In the end, he did not let his weariness restrict his
willingness to bring healing and hope to someone in need.  He did not let his
humanity shortchange his divinity.  He cared and he helped.  He was a friend.

In these surprising stories which capture a vibrant display of the
humanity and divinity of Jesus, we also see the enormous love of God which
offers the opportunity to be healed of whatever ails us–just as Joseph
Scriven’s hymn suggests.  Granted, we may not always be cured in body, but
we can be healed in mind and spirit.  We do have a friend in Jesus!  Thanks
be to God!
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September 5, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

When we are honest with ourselves and with you, O God, we know that
we show favor to other people all the time.  Sometimes it is no more than the
extra kindnesses we bestow on family and friends who are our favorite people
in the world.  At other times, however, we tend to favor people who are like we
are.  We may not have malicious intentions, but we know that too often we
overlook or ignore some people for no good reason other than they are
considered to be “other.”  Forgive us our insensitivity and help us to be more
alert to the many ways we ignore some of the real needs in life.  Help us to
find a way to make all people our favorites just as you have done for us all.

This weekend we celebrate the good work that so often brings meaning
and satisfaction to our lives.  We pray that we will always seek to do work to
the best of our ability and to find work that enriches our lives and helps other
people.

Last week we prayed for so many people in our world who were
experiencing horrific tragedy due to nature.  Today we continue those prayers,
realizing that the loss of life and damage done was far beyond anyone’s
expectations.  Thank you for every act of courage and helpfulness offered
thus far.  Bless everyone affected by fire, storm, flood, drought, or other event
beyond their control.  Help us, O God, to be better stewards of our world in
order to spare our brothers and sisters and ourselves further harm.

We continue to pray for everyone who is ill for whatever reason. 
Medical care is in jeopardy in many places.  Help us all to do what is good
and right to stay healthy so that others who are ill can receive the care they
need.  We pray for everyone who is weary and brokenhearted.  Heal  deep
wounds that no one else can see, we pray.

It is not always easy to love other people as we love ourselves, O God. 
It is not always easy to love ourselves.  Remind us how you love each of us
to the extent that you gave life so that we might live.  May we have that same
mind that was in Christ Jesus and remains to this day.  Amen.


