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“Nevertheless, She Persisted” 
A SERMON on Mark 7:24-37 for the 23rd Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year B 
Preached 5 September 2021 by the Rev. Matthew Emery, Lead Minister 
Cloverdale United Church, Surrey, British Columbia, Canada 
 

About 7 or 8 years ago down in the US, if you had watched very much television at all, or 
even saw much of any video advertising online, you probably got introduced to Beatrice, the 
“online over-sharer.”  Beatrice, a white woman in maybe her mid-80s or so, has a couple of friends 
over in her living room.  She tells them that, in order to save time, rather than mailing her vacation 
photos to all her friends, she’s simply “posting them to her wall,” a reference to the social media 
network Facebook.  But for dear ol’ Beatrice, it was her literal living room wall—not her Facebook 
wall—that stood behind her, bedecked in various print-outs and scraps of paper, all attached with 
little pieces of Scotch tape. 

Let’s see what happens… 
[play video of commercial] 
“That’s not how it works!  That’s not how any of this works!” 
You’d be excused, I think, for looking around this world of ours most weeks and likewise 

exclaiming “that’s not how it works!  That’s not how any of this works!”  Or at least that it 
shouldn't be how it works.  This week was probably no exception.  No matter which side of the 
chamber you find yourself politically, any number of events this week could have made that 
reaction well up within you.  And of course, the pandemic has made so many things in our lives 
not the way they’re supposed to be.  Heck, even the weather, if not right here in the Lower 
Mainland, then certainly with the wildfires elsewhere and the hurricane and deadly flooding in 
Louisiana, New York and New Jersey.  “That’s not how it works!  That’s not how any of this 
works!”  Or at least it shouldn’t be. 

And then you get to church here this morning, and it’s Jesus, too!  That’s not how it works, 
Jesus:  you’re not supposed to be dismissive, cranky, insulting even.  I mean, did you catch that in 
this morning’s gospel reading, how Jesus interacts with the woman, the “Gentile, of 
Syrophoenician origin.”  Are we not troubled by a Jesus that seemingly did not want to respond to 
a mother begging for healing for her little daughter? Troubled even more by a Jesus that would 
respond to her not only with indifference but with insult?  “It is not fair to take the children’s food 
and throw it to the dogs.”  Jesus’ first response to this woman was to tell her that her problems 
weren’t his to deal with.  Moreover, as he did so, Jesus called her and her people dogs.  “That’s not 
how it works!  That’s not how any of this works!”  Or at least it shouldn’t be. 

Indeed, most of us have some sort of image or conception of what Jesus is supposed to be 
like, and rudeness and insult probably aren’t a part of that picture.  Some of us, I suspect, imagine 
the nice Jesus, the gentle Jesus, the Jesus of those starry-eyed romanticized paintings, the ones 
with the glowing halos and maybe even a wooly white sheep draped around strong yet soft 
shoulders.  Others of us, we like a bit fiercer of a Jesus… the Jesus who seeks justice, the Jesus who 
stands up for the oppressed, the Jesus who would not hesitate to challenge authority and social 
convention.  (After all, remember that one possible answer to “what would Jesus do?” is flip some 
tables in a tirade for justice and holiness.)  Neither of these Jesus-es, though—the meek and mild 
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one nor the liberating leader one—would act like Jesus does in the scene we have just heard.   Soft 
romanticized Jesus wouldn’t be so rude.  Edgy justice Jesus wouldn’t trade in crude slurs or be so 
dismissive of someone in need.  In the midst of the intrigue and insult we hear all the time from 
the politicians’ podiums, don’t most of us hope that Jesus, at least, would be different.    

Of course, we are not the first to be troubled by the portrait painted by this story in Mark.  
As a Jewish scholar writing in the first half of the 20th century observed, “If any other Jewish 
teacher of the time had said such a thing [as Jesus here says,] Christians would never have 
forgiven Judaism for it.”1  Across the history of Christianity, people have tried to clean up this story 
a bit, or at least tried to come up with some explanation as to why Jesus acts this way.   He must 
have been testing the woman and her faith.  Or maybe Jesus was simply being ironic, even 
whimsical. 

The matter of integrity and honesty, though—of following through on the promises made 
and the hopes cultivated—this is not simply a matter of whimsy.  It matters whether our words 
and actions match up with our ideals and principles.  We care—and rightfully so—about whether 
the politicians follow through on what they say, and that they do not unfairly tear down—ad 
hominem—those who disagree.  We rightly call them to account, check their facts, look into their 
data, examine their integrity. 

A question, then, my friends, is whether we do the same with God.   
When what’s going on in our lives or in the world around us… when it doesn’t quite square 

up with what we know God has promised… do we have the courage and the boldness to call God to 
account?  Can we and do we join with the souls who through thousands of years have cried out in 
lament, asking “how long, O Lord, how long?”  Can we go toe-to-toe with the God who seeks us, 
not as docile sheep but as true partners in relationship?  Can we remind God of just who it is that 
God promised to be… just as God is in the business of reminding us of who we are to be in our 
fullest humanity?  Can we lift up our heads and say, “hey, wait a minute there!”? 

That’s exactly what we see the Syrophoenician woman doing in the story.  She calls him to 
account for who she believes he should be.  The woman has heard the good news of who this Jesus 
is supposed to be, and she calls him to account.  She holds him to his word.  She reminds him that 
what he’s just said “isn’t how this works; [it] isn’t how any of this works”—not when you’re who 
Jesus is.   

Our story need not be different from this woman’s.  A contemporary writer puts it well:  
“Sometimes God responds brutally to our faith too.  We put our trust in God, and [yet] one 
disaster follows another.  Our faith needs to be, as [Martin] Luther [once] said, such that even 
when God’s goodness is concealed, we will not imagine that the God we know in Jesus Christ 
ultimately ‘is or may be ungracious.’”2 

So, was Jesus wrong?  Well, perhaps.  The conclusion of the story is that the woman won 
the argument.  She took him to task, and she prevailed.  But ultimately, it is not only that she 

 
 

1 Joseph Klausner, Jesus of Nazareth:  His Life, Times, and Teaching, trans. Herbert Danby (New York: Macmillan, 1929), p. 294; 
quoted in William C. Placher, Mark, Belief: A Theological Commentary on the Bible, ed. Amy Plantinga Pauw and William C. 
Placher (Louisville, KY:  Westminster John Knox Press, 2010), p. 104.  Insertion my own. 

2 Placher, 106. 
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prevailed.  In addition, the grace and healing of the gospel prevailed.  The goodness of God 
prevailed.  It was not only the woman who won, but in the end, Jesus himself won, as he lived 
more fully into the fullness of his mission, more fully into his identity as God’s messiah.  The God-
made-known-in-Jesus won, as it was proved yet again that God ultimately is faithful… even when 
it doesn’t, at first, seem like it.   

And all it took was a little relationship.  A single person bold enough to talk… to talk back 
to God.  Someone to call upon Christ to do those things Christ promised.  You know, it may not 
always work with the politicians to call them to account—whether you watch the federal election 
campaign with dismay or excitement, or perhaps a little of both, I’m sure you’re nevertheless all 
too well aware of that.  But when it comes to God, sometimes all we need is someone to do no 
more than simply ask God to be God. 

 
Will you pray with me? 
 
O Lord our God, 
[help us to trust—  

even when it seems otherwise— 
that] you are always more ready  
to bestow your good gifts upon us 
than we are to seek them. 
You are more willing to give 
than we desire or deserve. 
Help us so to seek that we may truly find, 
so to ask that we may joyfully receive, 
so to knock that the door of your mercy may be opened for us; 
through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
Amen.3 

 
 

3 Book of Common Prayer of St. Giles Cathedral, Edinburgh, Scotland, 1637; in Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), Book of Common 
Worship (Louisville, KY:  Westminster John Knox Press, 2018), 1114. 


