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Message: Mark 7:24-37
	Today:  Mercy and Compassion Are More Important than Boundaries
Gospel Reading: Mark 7:24-37 
24 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, 25 but a woman whose little daughter had an unclean spirit immediately heard about him, and she came and bowed down at his feet. 26 Now the woman was a Gentile, of Syrophoenician origin. She begged him to cast the demon out of her daughter. 27 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.” 28 But she answered him, “Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.” 29 Then he said to her, “For saying that, you may go—the demon has left your daughter.” 30 So she went home, found the child lying on the bed, and the demon gone. 31 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. 32 They brought to him a deaf man who had an impediment in his speech; and they begged him to lay his hand on him. 33 He took him aside in private, away from the crowd, and put his fingers into his ears, and he spat and touched his tongue. 34 Then looking up to heaven, he sighed and said to him, “Ephphatha,” that is, “Be opened.” 35 And immediately his ears were opened, his tongue was released, and he spoke plainly. 36 Then Jesus ordered them to tell no one; but the more he ordered them, the more zealously they proclaimed it. 37 They were astounded beyond measure, saying, “He has done everything well; he even makes the deaf to hear and the mute to speak.”  


Message:
Today is another scripture that causes us to think about what Jesus is about.
He has been wandering the countryside teaching and healing.  At this point, he desires some time alone.
He is attempting to hide out from the crowds.  
But as we have heard in the past, often when he tries to get away, the crowds follow and find him.
Especially those desperate for healing, like this desperate mother.
Like this deaf man with a speech impediment.
Let’s start with the desperate mother because her situation gets at my title for this message today:  Rules Are Made to be Broken, therefore, mercy and compassion are more important than boundaries.
The scripture tells us she is a foreigner, Greek, Syrophoenician by birth.  
We can imagine that like many mothers with sick children, she rushes to anyone who might be able to help.
She falls at Jesus’ feet, asking for help for her daughter who she says is possessed by a demon.
Right here, we probably expect Jesus to have mercy and compassion, helping her daughter right away.
Are we surprised, then, when this doesn’t happen?  Instead, Jesus says, 
“The children have to be fed first.  It isn’t right to take the children’s bread and toss it to the dogs,” 
In this Jesus actually sounds heartless, devoid of compassion, engaging in the same behavior he criticized the Pharisees for last week.
Actually, he insults the woman, calling her a dog, which is one of the worst insults in that time.  Why, would Jesus do this?  
I have struggled with this scripture because it doesn’t fit with my image of Jesus, the loving Savior who reaches out to all.
Yet, it does make him seem more human.  
Perhaps he’s just tired out from the journey and a bit annoyed that this woman has shown up when all he wants is to be alone.
Perhaps he’s a bit on edge and says the first thing that comes to mind to get rid of her.
Or maybe he isn’t sure yet about helping foreigners.  He believes his first mission is to God’s chosen people, the Hebrews.
Maybe at this point in his ministry, Jesus has a bias against foreigners.  
Again, it’s difficult to think this about him, but remember in addition to being divine, he’s also human.  
He hungers and thirsts, and we know that later he will die a human death.
But then something happens.  
The woman does not give up when he insults her.
Instead, she stands firm.  She persists.  She is not to be deterred, and she has a good answer.
Instead of hanging her head and fading away, she pushes back, 
“Lord, even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.”
In essence, even foreigners can live off the crumbs of those in charge.  
Because of this response, Jesus changes his mind – another very human thing to do, don’t you think?
Have you ever been firmly committed to a course of action, but after hearing a good argument, changed your mind?
Then maybe you can relate to this very human thing that Jesus does.
The point is, because he changes his mind, mercy and compassion triumph over bias and prejudice.  Sometimes, it seems, rules are made to be broken.
The woman’s daughter is healed.  
Commentators for many years have offered a different understanding of this scripture.  
They have said Jesus was just testing her faith, and that because she perseveres, her request is granted.
Maybe you have heard this way of looking at it before.  And maybe it gives you comfort, encouraging you to keep praying for answers from God when you are in a tough spot.  There is nothing wrong at all with this interpretation.  
But I’m intrigued by this more human focus on Jesus’ actions.  Because it’s sometimes hard to remember that he is in fact human as well as being divine.
Following this meeting with the desperate mother, we are then told about the next desperate person – a deaf man with a speech impediment.
Jesus is now back in home territory, along the Sea of Galilee.  Some people bring him this man, begging him to place his hand on the man’s head for healing.
Begging in essence for Jesus to have mercy and compassion on him.
The man, after all, has no life.  He has a disability which according to the Jewish laws of that time, makes him ritually unclean.
Yet, he does have friends that care enough about him to bring him to Jesus - -perhaps as a last resort.
So, in this case, Jesus, acts to help the man.
He takes him away from the crowd to heal the man in private.
In healing the man, Jesus’ divine nature comes forward in the way spoken of in Isaiah 35:5-6:  
Then shall the eyes of the blind be opened and the ears of the deaf unstopped; then the lame shall leap like a deer, and the tongue of the speechless sing for joy
God’s mercy and compassion, offered through God’s divinely appointed son, heal what was broken, restoring this man to a full life.  
In both stories Jesus breaks boundaries that keep people in their place, restoring people to their rightful place as God’s children in God’s kingdom that has arrived on earth through Jesus.
There is inclusiveness in the kingdom of God.
There is the chance to be someone recognized and cared for in the most desperate of circumstances.  
All are welcome to this kind of transformation.
These scriptures are meant to provide hope, encouragement, and a way to proceed when we come up against our own biases or those of others.
The teaching shows extending God’s mercy and compassion are more important than the boundaries we humans put in place to keep people out.
It can be a tough teaching in times such as ours.
It was a tough teaching then.
How might we extend the mercy and compassion of God to desperate mothers?
How might we extend the mercy and compassion of God to the lost people who might live just outside our doors?
How might we as God’s people in this church provide a place where all people can come to know they are treasured by God?
Something to think about as we continue to follow in the path of Jesus.


	

