
Mark 7, James 2, Sept. 9, 2018   God’s Work Our Hands      Be Opened 

 I was very impressed the other day when I read a line from John McCain’s final 

statement.  He wrote, “ I would not trade a day of my life, in good or bad times, for the 

best day of anyone else’s.”   Wow.  What a statement for anyone to make.  And this from 

a man who was a prisoner of war for 6 years in Vietnam.  In an era when many of our 

leaders seem to have feet of clay, it is good that as a nation together we are mostly able to 

celebrate the life of John McCain as an American hero and a man of faith.  Though far 

from perfect, like all of us, surely his character and faith are revealed in his refusal to take 

an out-of-sequence early release as a prisoner of war.  And after enduring 6 years as a 

prisoner of war in north Vietnam, including periods of torture, if there was one man who 

would have cause to hate Vietnam and close the door to any relationship between our 

nation and that one, that man would be John McCain. And yet, that man was not John 

McCain.  In fact, he worked hard during the 1990s to reestablish diplomatic relations 

with Vietnam and traveled there as part of his efforts.  That he should be open to 

diplomacy or being there at all is truly a marvel of humanity.  And an example of 

Political geography.  His presence there in the land of former enemies made a powerful 

statement.   

 Political geography is important; leaders intentionally act or speak in places 

where their words or actions matter the most.  Dr. King gave one of his most famous 

speeches, the call for freedom speech where he repeatedly used the refrain, “let freedom 

ring” at a geographical point that was the equivalent, some would say, of the “Mount 

Rushmore of the Confederacy”---at Stone Mountain in Georgia.  That was no 

coincidence; any more than McCain’s travel to Vietnam.  Political geography is 



important, and Theological geography is also important; God, too, works through people 

in places where their words or actions matter the most.  And we see a powerful example 

of that in our Gospel lesson today.   

  We have two stories of Jesus this morning, two healings, and each healing 

has an element that surprises us, which we’ll get to shortly.  But what should surprise us 

about these texts is where they take place—and that might be easily missed by those who 

didn’t spend a month of Sabbatical study last summer on Biblical geography, as I did.  If 

we’re not careful, we might miss the importance of the Theological Geography at play in 

these lessons.  And it matters. Briefly then---Picture in your minds the tiny, occupied 

country of Palestine, ancient Israel.  It was never a large nation even in the glory days 

1000 years before Christ, and only a small fragment of the original nation remained 

relatively intact by the time of Jesus, and that small nation was occupied by a far more 

powerful force:  the Roman Empire. Israel is rather long and narrow, and the southern 

portion was where the capital city of Jerusalem was located, along with Bethlehem, the 

city of David, as you recall.  Jesus was born in Bethlehem, the city of David, as part of a 

series of prophecies---another instance of theological geography.  Likewise, he will die in 

the capital city of Jerusalem, which had a long history of difficult relationship with 

prophets, yet again a fulfillment of theological geography.  But  between that birth and 

death, Jesus lives the bulk of his life and performs the bulk of his ministry far north of 

this area, in Galilee.  Jerusalem and Bethlehem were in the southern part of Israel, 

sometimes called Judah; that’s where the good Jews lived; that’s where the happening 

place was, centered around the Temple and the capital, such as they were under Roman 

rule.  Samaria was above this region, and Samaritans were considered to be not quite 



good Jews by the people of Judah—that’s why the story of the Good Samaritan packed a 

punch; the hero was one of those dubious, watered down Jews, a Samaritan.  And further 

above that was Galilee, in which Nazareth, Christ’s boyhood town was located, and 

where he lived as an adult.  So the bulk of Jesus’  ministry was in this unlikely and 

unholy backwater of ancient Israel.  Not in the southern area of Judah, with the capital 

city and the Temple, where good Jews lived.  But about as far north from it as he could 

go.  God is making a point here surely!  The point being that God will operate in unlikely 

ways and places and take humanity by surprise.  And that God isn’t impressed by capital 

cities and grand buildings and human power structures.  God can work wonders 

anywhere, far apart from human ideas of grandeur and importance.  

 In our lessons today, though, Jesus does something even more geographically 

radical than simply live in the region of Galilee; for the first time in our reading of 

Mark’s Gospel so far…..he leaves the country of Palestine altogether.  He leaves that 

slightly dubious northern region of Galilee to go west, outside of the borders of Judaism 

to neighboring coastal areas where godless, unclean Gentiles live.  Good Jews aren’t 

supposed to do that!  And in fact, Jesus heads to the region of Phoenicia, and the 

Phoenicians are traditionally the enemies of Jewish Palestine.  A little like John McCain 

heading back to Vietnam.  Jesus intentionally pushes against the boundaries of what was 

considered proper for a religious Jew in order to travel to this area.  And when he’s done 

here, which is the setting of the first miracle in our text, we are informed that he heads to 

the Decapolis, a highly diverse and cosmopolitan area that was east of Galilee, and again, 

outside of Palestine’s borders.  Here he will do the second miracle of our text.  Both of 

these healing miracles take place where Jesus shouldn’t be in the first place.  That should 



surprise us, which is why Mark is bothering to detail it for us, but God’s point is only 

made if we realize that Jesus is way outside of his proper comfort zone.    

The first healing begins with Jesus trying to find some privacy and being unable 

to find it.  He was hoping for some downtime, but he didn’t get it.  “He could not escape 

notice,” we read in the first verses of our gospel lesson.  One of my colleagues noted that 

if there are times when we feel like we can’t escape God’s notice, God has the same 

experience with us!  Christ wants to get away from people and can’t! Even in the 1st C, 

fame cost people their privacy.  In this instance, it is a mother who approaches Jesus, a 

mother with a child who is ill.  She immediately and quite naturally has our sympathy.  

This mother is not a Jew, however, but a godless Gentile and a Phoenician, a traditional 

enemy to boot, which puts her outside of the initial focus of Jesus’ ministry.  Up to this 

point, Jesus has never left Palestine and he has never interacted with anyone but a Jew.  

Nevertheless, we would expect Jesus to have compassion for her and her daughter, so his 

response surprises us.  It may be that she interrupted him during a meal, since he uses the 

analogy of a meal in his answer to her.  In effect, he tells her, “I am concerned first of all 

for Jewish people; they are like children gathered around the meal table, and the Gentiles 

are more like dogs waiting under the table for the scraps.  I must feed the children before 

the dogs are fed.”    Now, this seems like a strange response on Jesus’ part, a response 

with attitude.  According to my son, one of his high school teachers once told their class, 

“I can dish out attitude, but I won’t take any from you.”  Rightly or wrongly, that teacher 

evidently felt that she could display attitude, but that her students should not.  Jesus takes 

a different approach than Andrew’s teacher did.  Jesus displays some attitude, definitely, 

but he is prepared, maybe even pleased, to receive some attitude back in return.  Because 



this Gentile, Syrophoenician mother, rather than being crushed or tongue-tied or angered 

by Jesus’ unexpected response, like we might have been, comes back with a snappy 

retort—“Sir, even the dogs eat the crumbs the children let fall.”  Her comeback embodies 

humility, feistiness and wit all at once, and Jesus is obviously delighted with her.  He tells 

her, “For saying that you may go---your daughter is healed.”  And so she was.  Maybe 

Jesus was intentionally goading this mother, to bring out the best in her.  Maybe he 

wanted her to show a little spunk.  Or maybe Jesus was figuring out for himself that his 

ministry extended beyond Jews to Gentiles and even former enemies. We can’t know, but 

we can know that he did heal her daughter, and he then left that area to go next to another 

area outside of the comfort zone of Palestine, the area of the Decapolis, where he will 

work his second miracle of healing.    

 The second miracle also has a surprising element, in that Jesus gets messy here.  

He is asked to heal a man who can neither hear nor speak.  And he does, but in a way we 

might not expect.  I think we might expect him to speak a word of healing, perhaps to 

touch the man on the shoulder with a compassionate clasp, but I don’t think we expect 

spit to enter into the healing.  After all, Jesus just previously healed the daughter of this 

mother without ever even seeing the daughter---a kind of long-distance healing, you 

might say.  Wouldn’t it be great, if when we were sick, we could just call up the doctor 

and he or she could think healing thoughts in our direction and we could get better 

without ever leaving the house?  That’s ideal healing, neat and convenient.  That’s how 

Jesus healed the daughter.  Yet, in contrast, he becomes very personally and physically 

involved in this healing we have before us now.  He puts his fingers in the man’s ears.  

Doesn’t he know you’re not supposed to put anything smaller than your elbow into your 



ear canals?  Next, Jesus spits on his fingers and touches the man’s tongue with them.  

This is getting a little sloppy and personal, wouldn’t you say?  He then utters a prayer: 

“ephphatha,” which means “be opened,” and sure enough, the man is able to hear and 

speak plainly.  The needed healing has again occurred, but in a very different manner 

than the prior healing. Which clearly demonstrates for us that God doesn’t respond to us 

in a “one size fits all” kind of way.  There is no cookie cutter approach from God to 

healing, because we aren’t identical cookies.  God brings the kind of healing to us that we 

need individually, whether that involves conversation, prayer, touch, or spit.   

 I’d like us to think on the prayer Jesus says for this man:  “ephphathta, be 

opened.”  Be opened.  That could be said to be a unifying theme of these two miracle 

healings, couldn’t it?  Jesus is open to moving past boundaries that others considered 

closed.  He is open to leaving his comfort zone and interacting with people who do not 

share his beliefs, who may viewed as enemies by some, and who are troubled and needy.  

He is open to engage with these people; to converse with wit with a desperate mother; to 

touch and spit on a man who cannot hear or speak.  Jesus is open to new experiences and 

open to where God leads him.  Even if that means pushing beyond a comfort zone.  Quite 

obviously we might ask of ourselves if we model that same openness.  We live in a 

polarized, divisive culture, which tends to result in a naturally defensive posture.  We are 

likely closed off to many around us, feeling it’s a needed technique for survival in an 

overwhelming and demanding world.  Maybe so and yet…God calls us to be open to 

people and places where we might not feel the most comfortable. God calls us to be 

opened beyond our comfort zones.  



 This morning, as our way of observing the Church wide God’s Work/Our Hands 

Sunday, we are featuring a ministry of the Center for Changing Lives.  This is an LSS 

sponsored ministry that provides housing and resources for homeless teens around the 

northland.  Most often, teens become homeless because of some significant dysfunction 

in their home.  Often there is abuse of one kind or another: physical, sexual, verbal, or 

chemical.  It’s a depressing reality that we mostly don’t see, a border we may not easily 

cross.  But, as we are asked by the ever pragmatic James in our first lesson, “What good 

is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but do not have works?  If a 

brother or sister is naked and lacks food, and one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep 

warm and eat your fill,” and yet you do not supply their needs, what is the good of that?”  

Good question, James!  Particularly in light of the openness to others, including strangers 

beyond our comfort zone, that Jesus models in our Gospel lesson.     Perhaps James 

would ask us: What good is it to urge needy children to learn if you don’t bring school 

supplies for them?  What good is it to urge homeless teens to turn into law abiding and 

contributing adults if you don’t provide housing for them?  What good is it to urge those 

without shelter in developing countries to keep warm if you don’t send quilts to them?  

What good is it to encourage the hungry to eat hearty if you don’t contribute to the 

hunger appeal?  And so on.  James ask us some hard questions.  But our opportunity to 

give through our church does provide us at least one means of response.  We may not 

volunteer to search Duluth’s streets tonight for homeless teens, but we can support this 

ministry that does exactly that.   

  



    In closing I’m reminded of a line about prayer I learned as a teenager that stated, 

“When true time takes me over now, after God has held my mind a while, I think of 

love….tomorrow I’ll go gently then and give the other side a chance.”   I want to support 

ministries like those I mentioned, but I also want to personally be open to people and 

places beyond my comfort zone…like Jesus was….I want to go gently, without defensive 

postures and assumptions, and to give the other side a chance.  To listen.  To seek to 

understand.  To be opened by God for God’s purposes and intentions.  Maybe that’s a 

good thought for all of us as this program year of ministry begins.  Amen.  

  

 


