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Open Mind

At the conference meeting this weekend, one ospeakers, had us do this exercise.
Turn to your neighbor, and say, “We got issue$Ve all got issues. He reminded us
that we got issues - personally, in our families] an our churches. It's the human
condition.

One of those issues is race. Often our childremmé us of this issue. When our oldest
daughter, Lauren, was three and four years oldiwed in graduate student housing at
the School of Theology in Claremont, Californiaauten was one of only two Caucasian
children living in the building. Many of the farn@k were from other countries. Several
were from Korea and the family who lived next domus was from Nigeria. They had a
daughter, Sandra, with whom Lauren played. OneLdayen came into the apartment,
sat down, and said with a deep sigh, “l wish myskas black like Sandra’s.” “Why is
that,” | asked? “Because it's so beautiful,” shgliezl. | agreed.

One of the things that struck me that day was hifferdnt Lauren’s experience was from
my own growing up in Maine, where | had so littlgpesure to people of other cultures
and races. My earliest memory of seeing peop@nother racial heritage is from
blueberry season in Washington County. Each Augadived at my grandmother’s
house in Harrington and worked on a family crewinglblueberries. As we drove
around the blueberry barrens | would see many Wabamas they were working on
commercial crews or staying at the migrant worlkarics. What | have come to realize
looking back is that we never interacted directiywas as if we came from different
worlds. And, in fact, we did.

During my sabbatical time | decided to begin to ma&nnections with Wabanaki people
| had experienced as “other” as a child. | visiseth members of the Penobscot and
Passamaquoddy tribes. They were gracious and meigo They were also honest and
pained. My visits with them reminded me of the pbew, and often shameful, history
between American indigenous people and Europederset

Much of that history can be summed up in the blataacist signs, which have been part
of our American history through the centurid®, dogs or Indians allowed.

Dog may be man’s best friend, but to call someangog’ is no compliment. In fact, one
insult used against a woman is to call her by #Hraeof a female dog. We humans have
an insidious propensity for identifying “the otHeigr whatever reason we put them in
“the other” category, as somehow sub-human, astterithan a mangy cur.

In today’s gospel story we can see that this insulbt new. It's probably been around



for as long as dogs have been hanging out by hugii@e’circles. In this instance it is
particularly disturbing because we find this “dagference on the lips of Jesus. When
the Syrophoenician woman, which means she is drefdfrom the Jewish perspective,
begs Jesus for help in healing her daughter he says

Let the children(meaning the Jew®e fed first, for it is not fair to take the cléoh’s
food and throw it to the dogmeaning the Gentiles.)

In his contemporary translatiohhe Messagd;sugene Peterson puts it this way.

Stand in line and take your turn. The childrenfgekfirst. If there’s any left over, the
dogs get it.

To our twenty first century sensibilities the pial# incorrectness of Jesus’ response to
the woman takes our breath away. Did Jesus reajlyhat? These are not the gentle
words we have come to expect from the mouth ofsleSw, what was his tone of voice?
Was there a jesting quality to his words? I've eaimthink that reading scripture is like
reading emails. You can't pick up the non-verhadsand the other subtle contextual
messages. So, we have many questions about wd@hg on behind, beneath, and
between the words in this story.

Jesus was fully human, but his humanness is maettling in this encounter. That kind
of humanness is not pretty. Some interpretersruggting with this tension have
suggested that Jesus’ words were said tongueghagk with a sly grin so the woman
would know he really didn’t mean it. Others hauggested he was testing her faith.

Maybe he just said it. Haven't we all said thimgs wish we could take back. The words
rolled off our tongues before our brains and headre fully engaged and we find
ourselves wishing we could stuff them back into mauths. And it happens so often
when we are tired.

The story begins by telling us that Jesus is exledusin the preceding verses he fed the
five thousand, walked on water, and had a sigmficanversation with the scribes and
Pharisees about purity traditions. That could ger@on in. So Jesus went on retreat.
He went to a house where he thought he could hawe slown time. But it was not to
be.

It reminds me of that hour late in the afternodteraa long day of busyness— getting the
kids up and off to school, rushing to meet a deadit work, having a working lunch,
chauffeuring the kids to afternoon activities, thinag in a load of clothes and on and
on... You've gotten home. The kids are fightingoutve gone to hide in a corner of the
living room for a few moments of silence to pulluyself together. Suddenly you notice
there is this unfamiliar kid, from the next blogkhom you’ve seen but don’t really
know, in your house. She’s down on her knees intfod you, begging you to make
lasagna, from scratch, for her family for supp®our jaw drops. | suspect some of us
might even be tempted to let a few words slip keefee caught our tongue.



So | suspect Jesus’ words were tired words. Arg tere probably old words. Have
you noticed that when we’re tired and stressedend to fall back on custom, on
tradition, on what we know? “It's always beersthiay.” Some have suggested that
what Jesus said expressed sentiments from Jewsslomiliterature. “I have to feed my
own people first.” In other words, it’s like sag, “we have to take care of our own.
Our priorities should be Midcoast Maine.”

Maybe the sight of the woman on her knees beggmugh like a dog does, brought the
proverb to his mind. In his own spiritual journdssus had come to understand himself
clearly as being called to be a shepherd to theslweep of Israel. That was plenty
challenging. Maybe he thought is was enough @lleng, thank you very much.

But this real, live, flesh, “other,” who is despeg in need of his healing grace isn’t
about to let him off so easy. This woman has ghatiz She is definitely an “other” from
the Jewish perspective. She and Jesus are ofettiffeultures, different genders,

different faiths. Yet, she dares to speak toJeisish teacher and healer. Whether she
normally had such chutzpah or it’s a result of ession for her ill child, she meets Jesus
toe to toe. “Sir, even the dogs under the tabi¢heachildren’s crumbs.”

Jesus’ mind is open. His mind expands. He isydiagtlening to what she has to say.
He’s a good model here of how to lose an arguntégis gracious as he shifts his
perceptions of the situation. Effectively, he stoyber “Touché. You're right.” Then, he
says to her something that is not the standarensspof “You're faith brings healing.”
Rather, he says, “For saying that” there is hegalithis woman helps him to gain a
deeper awareness of the universal character aBHiag.

Sometimes it is “others,” those people outsideuswral routine and context, those of
other tribes and races, those of other politicdl gpiritual sensibilities, who have a lot to
teach us about ourselves and our callings. Weaaosed to the voices and opinions of
those close by, in our circle of friends, that viteio don’t really hear what'’s rolling off
our own tongues when we're talking with them. Stimes unexpected people show up
at our door asking for the healing graces of Clamgt we have to open our minds to truly
listen to what they have to say.

Other times we have to seek out people from whorhavwe been separated by culture
and custom, invite them to talk and then listehisBummer | took a small step in that
direction for myself by visiting Wabanaki peoplednén Maine. Ron and | went to the
Passamaquoddy Indian Township reservation in Rongéaine. The Passamaquoddy
have been living in the St. Croix watershed forud®,000 years. That opens my mind
to a new way of thinking about who “discovered” Ana.

The woman we visited took us unexpectedly to meetaf the wise spiritual elders of
the tribe, Joan. | am still trying to open my memtd my heart to all that this encounter
embodied. It was a busy day for Joan. She wasprepto make her famous moose
meat stew for the ceremonial canoe trip betweetvibeeservations, which was
happening that week. However, Joan took the torsttdown and talk with us about her
life and her spiritual traditions and practicesthbiopom her Catholic heritage and from
her Passamaquoddy heritage. She spoke of thapaydeeps pains in her journey.



Throughout, Joan talked about her visions. Atpmiat | asked if she had always had
visions. “No,” she said, “they started in 1969.hese visions frightened her so much she
went to her priest. Graciously, he told her theyena blessing. This conversation with
Joan was a rich interfaith dialogue, which was ad@nd heart expanding experience for
me.

In our rapidly intertwining world, where differingultures are engaging one another
everyday in deeper and deeper ways, where thoseusdtbto be seen as “other” for
whatever reason are increasingly our siblings’ @andchildren’s partners. Our nieces
and nephews and grandchildren have what we thought'otherness” embedded in their
very flesh and spirits. It is a new day calling flee kind of active listening, the ability to
have a change of heart, the kind of expanding apdresive mission that we see in Jesus
of Nazareth.

We got issues, but thank God we got Jesus.



