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My parents were huge fans of Broadway musicals.  Literally every night in my life, I 
fell asleep with the sounds of South Pacific, Flower Drum Song, or any of dozens 
of other shows coming through my closed bedroom door.  As I was driving back 
from my vacation yesterday, I was listening to one of my favorites, Guys and Dolls.   
Maybe some of you know it. 

The show follows the exploits of a group of small-time 1930’s New York mobsters, 
and their girlfriends.  One of the subplots is that Miss Adelaide, a dancer down at 
the Kit-Kat Club, has wanted to tie the knot with Nathan Detroit for years.  She has 
been waiting hopefully for him to give up his gambling and various assorted other 
petty criminal activities.  Finally, at the end of the play, Adelaide decides that the 
best course of action is to get Nathan to the altar immediately, and reform him 
later.  She announces her intention in a song with the tag-line, “marry the man 
today, and change his ways tomorrow.”  The song has some wonderful lyrics, 
including my own personal favorite chorus: 

“Marry the man today, 
Give him the girlish laughter. 
Give him your hand today, 
And save the fist – for after.” 

Adelaide’s is probably not all that uncommon an attitude in marriage.  I’m not sure 
that too many of us who have taken the plunge have done so without a few things 
about our spouse, however minor, that we intend to try to fix after marriage.  There 
is an old line you may have heard that goes, “What’s goes wrong with most 
marriages is that he gets married hoping she won’t change, and she does.  She 
gets married hoping he’ll change, and he doesn’t.”  The problem with this little joke 
is that it seems to suggest that the desire to try to change one’s spouse is a 
uniquely feminine quality.  It isn’t.  The idea that we can do something about 
perceived flaws in our partners, children, friends, and coworkers, making them 
behave in a way that satisfies us, exists in just about all humans.  We tend to be 
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convinced that we have the “right” way of looking at things, and things will be so 
much better in our jobs, our relationships, and our lives if other people would just 
see that – and change. 

 We can see this human tendency played out most broadly in our national politics, 
which is very much on display now, for better or worse.  We have been taught that 
the essence of the art of governing in a representative democracy is compromise, 
but that word was co-opted and redefined years ago.  Compromise now means, 
“You come over to my way of thinking.”  This is true from the Capitol right down to 
the kitchen table at home.  I have a younger sister, whom many of you have met, 
that I love dearly, but our relationship would improve if she could get over one 
annoying personal trait – her habit of having opinions different than mine. 

The fact of the matter is that trying to change the people in our lives is not a recipe 
for lasting relationships.  Healthy relationships – the kind of loving and respectful 
community to which Christ calls us – require that we understand that we are all 
different.  No two people are ever going to be in sync on everything.  No one 
person is ever going to please us with every aspect of their beliefs and behavior.  
And the answer most often lies in change – but not in changing them, but in 
changing ourselves.  Living together in community requires that we practice a kind 
of “radical acceptance.” 

You may not have heard that phrase before, but it should sound like a familiar 
concept.  It’s what Christ taught.  It’s what we try to practice in here, if we’re 
holding ourselves accountable for being true to what Christ taught.  But I wonder if 
we’re always so good at being accepting of others.  Let's face it: in churches, 
“hospitality” often means being patient and polite while we wait for newcomers to 
become more like us.  Our reading from James suggests the church has had a 
problem with this for the entire two thousand years of its existence. 

Here’s what we heard from James today: “My brothers and sisters, do you with 
your acts of favoritism really believe in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ?  For if a 
person with gold rings and in fine clothes comes into your assembly, and if a poor 
person in dirty clothes also comes in,   and if you take notice of the one wearing 
the fine clothes and say, "Have a seat here, please," while to the one who is poor 
you say, "Stand there," or, "Sit at my feet,"   have you not made distinctions 
among yourselves, and become judges with evil thoughts?”“ (James 2:1-4)  Now, 
James is not just throwing this warning out as a hypothetical.  He’s writing 
because this is what he has observed going on in the churches. 

Even if you can truthfully say that you don’t practice the kind of favoritism that 
James is talking about, you can probably accept the truth of a basic proposition.  It 
is simply easier to approach strangers that we perceive are “like us.” Therefore, 
we are more likely to welcome them.  It is not easy for most of us to talk to people 
we don’t know, but it is easier if they look like us, talk like us, and are dressed like 
us. 
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This issue of being radically accepting of others is what this week’s gospel lesson 
is about.  In it, Jesus has an encounter with someone he finds hard to accept.  And 
the lesson for us is found in the fact that, at least initially, Jesus comes up looking 
very un-Jesus-like.   Today we find Jesus in the city of Tyre, which is in the north, 
along the seacoast, in Gentile territory.  There, Matthew describes how Jesus 
handles this encounter with someone who is nothing like him. 

Jesus meets a woman from Syrian Phoenicia.  And she has a number of strikes 
against her as she walks in on Jesus uninvited.  For one, she is a woman, at best 
a second-class citizen in Jesus’ culture.  But as a gentile she was also ritually 
impure, and any Jewish male would consider himself defiled to have any contact 
with such a person.  The woman, nonetheless, makes a plea for Jesus to help her 
daughter.  We might hope and expect that Jesus would treat the woman with 
compassion, recognize her pain and need, and help her with her problem.  But 
instead, Jesus calls her a dog.  What he says is sorry lady, I’d like to help you, but 
I came here to feed the children of Israel.  And you just don’t take food from the 
children and give it to the dogs.  And you, lady, are a dog. 

Does this bother you?  It does me.  And it’s bothered others through the ages so 
much that they’ve tried all kinds of ways to convince themselves that Jesus didn’t 
really say what he said.  They say Jesus didn’t really mean the woman was a dog.  
The phrase must mean something different in Jesus’ cultural context than it does 
in ours.   Jesus must have been speaking tongue-in-cheek.  He was smiling when 
he said it.  He was only trying to challenge the woman.   

But I find these excuses unconvincing.  I think Jesus called the woman, and 
people like her, dogs.   As upsetting as it may be to conclude that, it is clear to me 
that Jesus initially completely failed to recognize the Syrophoenician woman as a 
person, and as someone in need.  Maybe more importantly, he failed to see her as 
someone worthy of his concern.  His response to her was callous. 

Believing that Jesus said what he meant is troubling because Jesus, the Son of 
God, was without sin.  But our theology of the Incarnation says that Jesus was 
also fully human.  And I guess that how much Jesus’ treatment of the woman 
bothers you depends on how human you’re willing to let your Jesus be.  I think 
perhaps the message here is that the sin is not in having a prejudice.  The sin is in 
being unwilling to examine it honestly, and change it, when you find out it’s there.  

What’s most important here is what happens when the woman challenges Jesus’ 
attitude.  She does so cleverly, turning Jesus’ comment about feeding the 
children’s food to the dogs back on itself.  She says that even the dogs under the 
table get the crumbs the children drop.  She is reminding Jesus that even dogs 
have a right to be nourished, and in so doing she is claiming her own personhood.  
But she is also making an extraordinary affirmation of faith: even the crumbs from 
Jesus’ table are food enough. 
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And I think that in that instant Jesus felt a little uncomfortable.  He saw that the 
rabbi, the teacher, was in the midst of a learning moment.  What happened in that 
instant is that Jesus had his vision of God’s grace challenged, and had to admit 
that it was found wanting.   In that moment Jesus learned something from that 
woman about the kingdom of God – that it is richer, more expansive, and more 
inclusive than even Jesus had grown up believing.  Jesus had an encounter with 
someone who was totally “other,” and found common ground through change – 
but not changing her.  It was in changing himself. 

Jesus’ encounter with the Syrophoenician woman, specifically Jesus’ willingness 
to do the hard work of reassessing his own attitudes, leaves us with a few 
questions we should always be asking ourselves.   When new people come to 
Pound Ridge Community Church do they find people ready to welcome them to 
our family, or do they find people waiting for them to conform?  Are there people 
who we have been associated with here for a long time that we’d be happy to get 
closer to if they would just change some annoying behaviors?  

We say we want to be a hospitable church, but are we able to understand 
hospitality as a willingness to be truly open to the distinct gifts and perspectives of 
someone who may be very different from us? Or can we go even further and know 
that radical hospitality means seeing people who are radically different from us as 
gifts of God given to change and stretch us, and to open our minds to new ways of 
thinking?  

Even Jesus needed some time to learn that lesson.  So we’d better get started. 

 

 

 


