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…even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs. 
In the name... 

If we’re being honest, this hasn’t been a great year for the Church’s reputation. Define “Church” as 
narrowly or broadly as you like, we are not the most popular kid in school right now In fact, if we’re really 
going to be honest, we haven’t been that popular for a while now And it isn’t without cause. Whether its 
yet another round of unearthed sex abuse cases and the efforts to keep it all under wraps, or religious 
leaders willing to do moral gymnastics in order to ally with worldly powers, or the most recent in a long 
line of televangelists raising funds for a new jet — we Christians give the world almost daily reasons to 
think this is all a sham. 

And recent research bears this out.1 Most people who have given up on church haven’t given up on 
God. Only about a quarter of people, in fact, who don’t attend religious services regularly don’t believe in 
God. Instead, the vast majority make that choice despite identifying as religious. Many say they practice 
their faith in other ways or haven’t found a church they like. And we should be honest with ourselves — 
we haven’t made it easy for them. God, it turns out, is easier to love than his people and sometimes it is all 
too easy to see why. 

That’s always the silver lining, isn’t it? “Well,” they say, “Church attendance and membership may 
down across all denominations over the last decade, but belief in God remains as steady as ever. Jesus 
especially continues to have fantastic numbers! He polls very well across the board, even among that 
elusive 18-34 demographic.” 

Yes: God is easier to love than his people. Jesus, too. 
Well, most of the time. I wonder if Jesus would have such an adoring fan base outside the Church if 

folks knew he could be rude sometimes. Today’s Gospel doesn’t exactly present us with the Semitic John 
Denver version of Jesus we all know and love; or wish for and love, as the case may be. Even for those of 
us who are in Church regularly and are exposed to the full spectrum of Jesus’ personality and activities, 
today’s Gospel is hard to hear. 

“Rude” might be putting it too mildly. After a whirlwind tour of the Judaean countryside, works of 
power all along the coast of the Sea of Galilee, and a bitter, public argument with the Pharisees about 
eating with unclean hands, Jesus retires, presumably for some rest, to the predominantly Gentile region of 
Tyre. He is a relatively long way from home and among people who would have no reason to know him. 
And yet, he doesn’t escape notice. A Gentile woman of that region sought him out to beg for deliverance 
and healing for her daughter. And whether in an unguarded moment of exhaustion or out of genuine 
conviction, Jesus says to her harshly, “Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children’s 
food and throw it to the dogs.” That is, Jesus is saying that he has come as the anointed delivery of Israel, 
the children in this analogy. He is not particularly interested in the care of dogs, of Syrophoenician women 
and their children. But the woman persists, arguing that even dogs are fed with the children’s crumbs. And 
she’s right; so Jesus sends her home assuring her that the demon has left her daughter. 

With the possible exception of an exchange with his mother at a wedding, I think I’m right in saying 
that this is the only argument that Jesus ever loses in the Gospels. And again, it isn’t entirely clear why 
he’s having it in the first place. Some commentators try to soften his reply in one way or another; or 
suppose that Jesus was testing her faith. But none of that really works. As a Gentile, there’s no reason to 
suspect she has any particular faith to test; and ‘dog’ is awfully hard to soften. No, just days after Jesus 
has quarreled with the Pharisees for their rigidity, Jesus takes a similarly conservative, hard line on the 
relationship between Jews and Gentiles that, frankly, would have made the Pharisees proud. And, of 
course he isn’t wrong. No matter how uncomfortable it may be for us today, Jesus is giving voice to the 
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dominant view of his day and the dominant account of Gentiles given in the Hebrew Bible. So while 
Jesus’ words are arresting to us now, it would have almost certainly been the boldness and courage and 
quick wits of the Syrophoenician woman that struck Mark’s original audience. Remember, she doesn’t 
have any “right” to Jesus’ attention or concern. She exists outside of the covenant; God has no obligation 
to her as far as she and the Jews of her day are concerned. Her only appeal is to mercy. 

And so despite Jesus’ words, she isn’t deterred. He may have given her every reason to write him off, 
and yet she persists because he is her only hope. His reply doesn’t turn her back, but provokes the faithful, 
clever, resilient response that leads to her daughter’s deliverance. It isn’t clear that she knows she is 
speaking to the Son of God, the Savior and Redeemer of the world. She has simply heard about him and 
knows that she needs the crumbs that reportedly fall only from his table. She is desperate for his mercy 
which turns out to be God’s mercy. 

This morning’s Collect reminds us that Our Lord “always resist the proud who confide in their own 
strength” but will “never forsake those who make their boast of [his] mercy.” I wonder if pride isn’t one of 
the things that makes the Church hard to love. I wonder if folks become disillusions by the Church 
because clergy and people alike are quick to boast in our mostly imagined power or purity or wealth or 
certainty rather than in God’s mercy. I wonder if the decline in Church attendance across all 
denominations in recent years doesn’t reflect more on our faithfulness than on those who have left. As one 
of our Bishops, Matthew Gunter, writes, 

I wonder if the refusal to accept and love the Church as a corpus mixta — a mixed 
body of sinners and saints — is not rooted in our own unwillingness to see ourselves as 
eodem tempore iustus atque peccatum— simultaneously righteous and sinful. We only 
ever live under Mercy.2 

That seems right to me. A Church aware of her own continual need for God’s mercy seems easier to 
love. A Church filled with people and clergy grateful for the crumbs that give us life seems easier to love. 
A Church bowing before God in need seems easier to love. In short, a Church that learns the lesson and 
example of the woman in today’s Gospel seems easier to love. 

And who knows: it may not make us any more popular. But it will almost certainly make us more 
faithful. 
I have said... 
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