
 
 

 

 

“LISTENING CREATES INCLUSIVITY” 
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Ninth Sunday after Pentecost 

 
This story is one of the most interesting in the gospels.  Jesus leaves Galilee, where he had 
been teaching and healing among large crowds of people, and travels north into modern day 
Lebanon to the beach town of Tyre.  It’s the only time he travels beyond the borders of ancient 
Israel.  In Mark’s gospel, who told the story first, he said that when Jesus arrived at his host’s 
home, he “did not want anyone to know he was there” [Mark 7:24].  I’ll bet some of you have 
done that—taken off for a weekend getaway at the beach, turned your cell phone off, and 
didn’t want anyone to know where you were. 
 
A Syrophoenician woman, however, had a very ill daughter.  (Now, Matthew changes the 
story, calling her a Canaanite woman, which was an inaccurate and pejorative term.)  She had 
heard about Jesus and went to the house to beg him for help.  But Jesus told her it isn’t fair 
to “take the children’s food and give it to the dogs.”  It wasn’t one of Jesus’ best moments.  I 
mean people like dogs, but no one wants to be called a dog.  It is the only time in the gospel 
that Jesus says something ugly to a regular person—he does on occasions criticize the 
religious leaders. 
 
According to the gospels this was one of Jesus’ first multicultural experiences and it didn’t 
start so well.  Jesus spent nearly his entire life in Jewish towns or territory.  A few occasions 
he traveled through Samaritan regions, but while Samaritans and Jews were distinct peoples, 
they were also cousins to each other.  The Phoenicians were sea people; they traveled all over 
the Mediterranean Sea, and they were decidedly NOT Jewish. 
 
Was Jesus just rude because his beach getaway had been interrupted?  Or do we see actual 
prejudice in him here? 
 
Whatever was going on, the woman was undaunted.  When Jesus told her that dogs like her 
didn’t deserve the children’s food, she said, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that 
fall from their master’s table.”  Usually, it was Jesus who has the zingers in the gospels.  For 
instance, when his critics asked him about Roman taxation, he told them, “Give to God what 
is God’s and to Cesear what is Cesear’s.”  Or when a group of men surrounded a woman 
caught in adultery and were ready to stone her to death—though the man she was with was 
nowhere in sight—he said, “Let any without sin cast the first stone.” 
 



This woman, however, out-Jesuses Jesus, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that 
fall from their master’s table.”  Here’s the wonderful thing:  Jesus listened to her and it 
changed everything. 
 

 
 
As preparation for this sermon series I pulled old books off my shelves from Harry Emerson 
Fosdick and Carlyle Marney.  They are iconic liberal preachers from the early and mid-20th 
century.  Fosdick at the Riverside Church in New York City with his heyday in the 1920s-30s, 
while Marney was here in the 60s.  In reading through their works, it is easy to see how liberal 
Christianity has changed over the course of time.   
 
Fosdick only occasionally spoke of race even though lynching was still terrorizing the south 
and Harlem, which wasn’t far from Riverside Church, seethed under the racial inequities of 
the early 20th century.  He never spoke of women in ministry, nor did he ever mention same 
sex relationships.  Sad to say, he occasionally used antisemitic terms for Jewish persons.  Forty 
years later when Marney was here, some of those same things could be said, though he began 
leading this church to address racial injustice and thankfully, I’ve never found an antisemitic 
term in his writings.  I say this not as criticisms of either man, but simply as evidence of their 
times.   
 
James Cone in this book, The Cross and the Lynching Tree, said the same things about the great 
20th century theologian, Reinhold Niebuhr.  “I have never questioned Niebuhr’s greatness as 
a theologian,” the wrote, “but instead admired his intellectual brilliance and social 
commitment.  What I questioned was his limited perspective, as a white man, on the race crisis 
in America” [Cone, 60].  While liberal Christianity of the early to mid-20th century preached 
on the principles of equality, inclusion, and justice for all people, the white men who led liberal 
churches had, as Cone said of Niebuhr, limited perspective on how the injustices of society at 
the time impacted women, African-Americans as well as other persons of color, and upon the 
gay and lesbian population.  Cone credits Niebuhr’s theology on ethics for “helping [him] to 
relate it to the struggle for justice in society” in his grounding breaking 1969 book, Black 
Theology and Black Power [Cone, 59], but Niebuhr could not see, or chose not to see, what 
Cone experienced as a Black man in the 1950s & 60s. 
 
By the late 20th century liberal churches with their consciences awakened by feminist and 
liberation theologians took on an “open to all, closed to none” theology articulated early by 
Marney and this congregation.  Now, inclusion, which is one of the four key words in our 
current tagline, is a cornerstone for 21st century liberal Christianity.  But what inclusion means 
today is not what it meant when this church voted in 1962 on the phrase “open to all, closed 
to none. 
 
This story, and the narrative behind inclusivity and diversity, falls under the umbrella of the 
biblical notion of hospitality.  Hospitality was seen as a responsibility in the biblical world.  It is 
no coincidence that many of Jesus’ parables and real-life stories revolved around sharing a 



meal or hosting a guest.  In this story Jesus is a guest, and a local woman crashes the party—
but also note the host did not ban her, even though the disciples thought she should be sent 
away. 
Other gospel examples include how Jesus offers hospitality and feeds the five thousand; or 
when another woman crashes a dinner party, cleans Jesus’ feet with her tears and then rubs 
them with a fragrant oil—and Jesus tells the host that she was far more gracious to him than 
was the host.  In his parables, the prodigal son returns home; the father prepares a feast.  The 
Good Samaritan not only saves the Jewish man lying near death by the side of the road, but 
he takes him to an inn and pays for someone to care for him.  In the Parable of the Great 
Banquet, Luke portrays a story of grace, where God welcomes all peoples to the table—the 
poor, the lame, and the blind. 
 
Interestingly, Matthew changes the story, adding a new ending, where the host walks 
through the dining area and sees someone not properly dressed and has the person thrown 
out of the party.  This tension about inclusivity has been a part of the Christian story from 
the beginning.  While liberal Christianity, following Luke’s version of the story, has pushed to 
welcome all peoples to the table, regardless of gender, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity, 
income, or ability, conservative theology has preferred Matthew’s version of the parable, only 
willing to welcome those who are properly dressed—and pick whatever criteria you like to 
exclude those you don’t want. 
 
For liberal Christianity in the 21st century, the tension occurs with the verb “welcome.”  What 
does it mean to welcome guests?  Cody Sanders helped me to rethink this in a short little book 
he wrote about 15 years ago titled, Queer Lessons for Churches on the Straight & Narrow.  Great 
title, right?  It was a book about encouraging churches to move beyond being “welcoming 
and affirming,” which had been the phrase used for a couple of decades to emphasize LGBTQ 
inclusion in congregations.  I, like many others, had grown comfortable with the idea of 
“welcoming and affirming,” but I was blind to the way that this was limiting.  Cody’s book 
talked not only about full integration of LGBTQ persons into congregations, but actually 
learning lessons of faith from gay, lesbian, and trans persons because of their experiences on 
the margins of our society. 
 
In the 20th century, liberal Christians threw open the church doors and gladly welcomed 
persons on the margins that had been excluded from the Church, or at least the historically 
white church.  But we weren’t sure about accommodating folks; we weren’t excited about 
changing our churches to fit the needs or wants of the folks we had previously excluded. 
 
We wanted to offer hospitality, but also wanted to stick to our menus, place settings, seating 
arrangements, and dinner music.  Liberal Christianity is shifting in the 21st century from 
welcoming and affirming to accommodating and integrating.  Is not true hospitality the 
latter? 
 
If you are having friends over for dinner, do you not ask them if they have any dietary 
restrictions or preferences?  That’s just being a good host.  If you know your guest is vegan, 



you don’t feed them BBQ, right?  Or if your guests have trouble driving at night, you don’t 
invite them to dinner at 7 PM in the wintertime, right?  Unless you offer to pick them up and 
drive them home. 
 
Hospitality, inclusivity, diversity for liberal churches in the 21st century is about fully 
integrating all the persons you are welcoming to the church.  It’s about sharing power and 
leadership; it’s about giving up ownership and finding places where new peoples want to 
invest themselves into the life of the congregation. 
 
Listening creates the possibility of inclusivity.  When Jesus was talking in the story things were 
getting worse between him and the Syrophoenician woman.  It’s only when he stopped 
talking and started listening that things changed.  And this is the key to inclusivity even today.  
Listening.  We live in a pluralistic world in which the intersectionality of our lives creates this 
mosaic of multiple life experiences and backgrounds, and it is easy to misunderstand each 
other, and then for misunderstandings to become disagreements. 
 
We have to remember that Jesus had traveled to this woman’s homeland.  He is the one who 
left ancient Israel’s boundaries and walked into her homeland.  He is the one, who was 
welcomed as a guest.  She may have crashed Jesus’ beach getaway to seek healing for her 
daughter, but she was the local, yet his first words turn her into the outsider.  Yet, she didn’t 
take offense; she was gracious to Jesus and he responded in kind. 
 
Willie Jennings, in The Christian Imagination: Theology and the Origins of Race, says that we 
often flip the script in this story.  We usually see ourselves as the host and the woman as the 
outsider.  Yet, Jesus’ comments placed Gentiles, or non-Jewish persons, as the outsiders.  
“Jesus positioned his body between Israel and the world, between Israel and Gentile (ethnic) 
existence, and called the people of God into the scandal of choosing him and thereby 
choosing a new reality of kinship. . . .  Gentiles came, having heard that bread was being given.  
Even if it was meant only for the children of Israel, they could in fact have some of the crumbs” 
[Jennings, 265].  The future of 21st century liberal church inclusion is to identify with the 
outsiders and to understand that in Christ Jesus we are all sisters and brothers and partners. 
 
By listening to one another, hearing our stories, we learn how to accommodate for one 
another so that we can create the beloved community in which all are welcomed, affirmed, 
and fully integrated.  May it be so.  AMEN. 
 

 


