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As part of my seminary training, I served as a hospital chaplain at a county hospital that 

was the trauma center for its region. It was a busy place with people from all over, and part of 
my job was to be with families of trauma victims. Mostly these were families thrust into a crisis 
that they didn’t anticipate. I was really nervous about my ability to be with people who were not 
like me. What would I have to say to strangers who didn’t share my educational background, my 
economic or social background, my religious background. I spent a good amount of time 
beforehand nervous that I wouldn’t be able to relate to these folks and do my job – that we would 
be too different.  

But what I found was just the opposite. Once I got into that hospital, none of those 
differences mattered. What mattered was someone who would listen to stories about their loved 
one, listen to their situation, and genuinely say, “I am so sorry.” Some of those encounters 
became so significant that I ended up performing a baptism there in the hospital and saying last 
rites with people I didn’t know hours before. Before this experience, I would never have chosen 
that job -- at the beginning my discomfort level was really high -- but for me, it was an 
experience of significant growth and change. I learned that underneath our differences, we share 
a common humanity, but it took a lot of help from others and growth and change on my part for 
me to experience that. 
 We see growth and change in our gospel story today. At first Jesus takes a shockingly 
provincial view in our story. Jesus is Jewish, of course, and he says that he can’t help a woman in 
need because the woman is not Jewish. “I’ve come to the lost sheep of the house of Israel,” he 
says in Matthew’s gospel. And then he compounds the situation by using a Jewish slang term for 
Gentiles, people who are not Jewish. Jesus calls the woman a “dog.”  This is not a compliment, 
and it is honestly hard to hear this story. But take a second look at it with me.  
 The particular story in our gospel lesson today comes from the Gospel of Mark – written 
about 40 years after Jesus’ death when there’s a lot of tension between Jews and non-Jews. Mark 
was written just after a Jewish revolt against Roman occupation. The Jewish community in 
Jerusalem had revolted against the Romans in the mid 60s – about 30 years after Jesus died – and 
this revolt was brutally crushed by the Roman military. The temple at the center of Judiasm – 
and I don’t just mean the symbolic center of Judiasm like Canterbury Cathedral might be to us  
but I mean much more literally the site where Jews at the time believed God to be especially 
present – the temple was destroyed by the Romans in the year 70 CE. You can go to Jersusalem 
today and see the Western Wall of the temple mount, but there’s no temple on top. There’s no 
temple because the Romans destroyed it just before the gospels of Mark and Matthew were 
written. So when these books were written the tension between Jews and non-Jews is high.  

The author of Matthew takes this story and re-crafts it for his audience who are 
experiencing increasing conflict with their fellow Jews who have started to be suspicious that 
these Jesus followers are no longer really Jewish. The context here provides lots of reasons for 
ethnic and religious tension and personal stereotypes. And we can see that tension in our story 
and elsewhere in the Gospels. But this context is only the starting point. Jesus starts out in our 
story saying he’s come only for the lost house of Israel but then Jesus breaks the rules and helps 
a Gentile woman anyway. The story starts with Jesus fully inside the smallness of his context, 
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and then we get to see right there in the story where he breaks the rules and expands who he 
understands as worthy of attention and love. 

We’re always a product of our context, and we don’t get to choose our starting point. But 
we can choose whether to grow or not. We can choose whether to see only people like us as 
worthy and valuable, or we can choose to follow the example of Jesus and see everyone as 
worthy of love, see everyone as a valuable human being.  

We don’t do something to deserve the gift of life, we just receive it. And the question for 
us is how we’ll spend it. We’re here because we’re trying to spend it in the service of a call that’s 
bigger than just us, we’re trying to spend it in the service of the call of the good news of Christ. 
And bridging divides among us and among all people is central to that call. It’s so central to that 
call that when the Book of Common Prayer defines the mission of the church in one sentence it 
says that the mission of the church is to restore all people to union with each other and with God.  

This is the central moral call that issues from this place and it’s the central moral call of 
God: to see worthiness and value in each other and in everyone we encounter. Really, it’s better 
put in the words of Jesus: to love your neighbor as yourself. 

We are charged with finding the ways to operationalize this in our time and place, and in 
the context of the last nine days, following this call means rejecting racism: both overt racism 
and the more subtle encoded variety. Whether that racism is encoded in a statue or in the chants 
of marchers, it’s our job to say that it doesn’t speak for us, it runs counter to the mission of the 
church, and it is the opposite of the central moral call of God.  
 We’re going to end our service today by blessing backpacks and the kids wearing them. 
It’s exciting to be at the start of a new school year. The kids we bless in a few minutes…I’ll 
speak to the ones in the room now, I know some are out at children’s chapel…you’re going to 
have all kinds of new experiences this year.  You’ll be different at the end of this year in some 
ways that you don’t know about now. I bet by the end of this school year, you’ll have some new 
friends, you’ll have had new experiences, you’ll have new knowledge. You’ll have grown…both 
the kind of growth that you mark off on the inside of the attic door frame and the kind of growth 
that shows up in your thinking and your actions. 

When we bless you and your backpacks in a few minutes, we’re going to be blessing the 
knowledge that you’ll acquire this year; we’ll be blessing all of the fun you’ll have; we’ll be 
blessing the times that you fail and get back up and try again; blessing the friends that you’ll 
make and the teachers who will guide you. But more than anything else, we’ll be praying that all 
of this is in the service of your growth as people…loving, thoughtful people who see beyond the 
boundaries that separate those of us in our world, maybe even that separate those of us in this 
room; we pray that you’ll see beyond those boundaries that we know now and that you’ll see 
beyond the boundaries that we don’t even know yet are there.  

That’s our prayer as a new year starts…it’s our prayer for you and really it’s a prayer for 
all of us. And it’s the point of our gospel lesson today, and it’s the mission of the church, and it’s 
the central moral call of God. And today it is our challenge: to see worthiness and value in 
everyone and to work to make those hallmarks of our time and place. 
 


