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Breaking the Silence                    
Scripture: Mark 7:24-37
When life becomes a constant state of emergency, it can be difficult to find room in one’s soul to carry more burdens. Once we arrive at a point of total fatigue, it is easy to begin seeing people as problems and deep down just wish that they would go away or simply be silent. A few months ago as the Supreme Court was set to hear arguments about the “Muslim Ban,” NPR’s Code Switch featured a law professor and Islamophobia researcher who recalled his reaction after incidents that involved mass shooting or perceived terrorist attacks. He recalled that too often four words go through his mind: “Please don’t be Muslims.” I have to confess that I, too, have developed a similar litany: “Please don’t be black. Please don’t be Latino. Please don’t be an immigrant.” Moments when the state of my soul prevent me from saying, “Lord have mercy. Christ have mercy. Lord have mercy on those who are suffering, those who are grieving, those whose life has now been forever changed.” But my primary concern is to silence the voices of those who suffer for the sake of my inner peace and comfort.
The current state of our world has managed to challenge all of us. Every day we are awakened to new tragedies near and far. In the palm of our hands, we have access to all the information the world offers about current wars, refugee crisis, natural disasters, and other calamities that deeply pain our souls. After years of being fed a steady diet of bad news, it is not unreasonable to have moments when our greatest desire is to just disconnect from the world. 
Contrary to the theme song from Cheers, “Sometimes you want to go, where [NOBODY] knows your name.” You just want to be at a place where bad news cannot reach you and you cannot see it. We may be tempted to, like Jesus, travel to a place “where he didn’t think he would be found.” [1] But lo and behold, Jesus could not escape notice, even at an unknown place. The truth is, we cannot hide from the needs of the world and those who cry for help.
In the past few years, it seems that we have experienced and seen more tragedies than ever before. My heart breaks every time I hear news like what we have heard from Syria, Gaza, Yemen, Afghanistan, Iraq, Turkey, South Sudan, Paris, Pulse, Parkland, San Bernardino, Charlottesville, Antioch, Santa Fe, Las Vegas and all the places where suffering has been put on full display. As much as I would like to escape this reality and ignore the suffering of those affected by disasters, it seems that their voices rise loudly and reach me wherever I find myself.
I submit to you that no matter one’s political, social, or religious views, human suffering causes universal pain. Hearing the cries of a child who craves only the comforting arms of his or her mother is heartbreaking. It is painful to see despondent  individuals and families who have fled the terrible conditions of their home countries in search of hope, but are told, “It isn’t right to take the children’s bread and toss it to the dogs” (v. 27b) or “Stand in line and take your turn,” as this verse is paraphrased in The Message.
What is the appropriate response, when in the course of fighting for the life of your child—for their future—you are dismissed, insulted, and humiliated? At the base of the Statue of Liberty lies a sonnet by Emma Lazarus, whose most famous lines say,
“Give me your tired, your poor,
your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,
the wretched refuse of your teeming shore.
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,
I lift my lamp beside the golden door!” [2]
But what should be the response when the “lamp beside the golden door” is not lit for you? 
We, people of faith, often find our comfort in the words of Jesus. Words like, “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28), or “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:3), or “Let the little children come to me; do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs” (Mark 10:14b). But, in today’s text, we face a different type of encounter. Here, Jesus looks much more like we do. Here, it seems that Jesus has a desire to hide from the needs of the world and those who cry for help.
Every time I encounter this text, I notice the clear dissonance between the version of Jesus we all know and love and this version that hurls insults at a desperate mother. I feel tempted to put on my most heroic looking theologian costume and run as fast as I can to rescue Jesus. I know Jesus doesn’t need to be rescued, but I can’t reconcile the reality that the same Jesus who had compassion on the crowds just a chapter earlier, “because they were like sheep without a shepherd” (Mk. 6:34b), could dismiss a desperate mother. I feel compelled to just explain away Jesus’s exchange with this foreign woman. 
Theologian Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza points out that many preachers have attempted to justify Jesus while ignoring the issues found in the text. [3] So, I would be in good company if I said that maybe Jesus had compassion fatigue. Or argued that Jesus was not really insulting the woman, but simply testing her faith. Or that Jesus was tired or “hangry”—who among us has not had a moment of tiredness or hunger when we were less than our normal kind selves? Or said that the woman is the one who first mentioned the word “dog” and Jesus was only responding. Or took you on a journey through chapters 6 and 7, to show how Jesus was moving from place to place attempting to find quiet and rest, but he kept being interrupted. Or perhaps made any other argument that ignores the uncomfortable reality that this foreign outsider compelled Jesus to rethink the immediate boundaries of his ministry. She encountered Jesus and a mutual transformation occurred.
Walter Brueggemann suggests that Jesus experienced a sort of re-education. [4] This is an amazing feat. Here we have a foreign woman, who makes her way into a space where she is not welcomed and not wanted. Her presence, and being, disrupts and likely disturbs those present. The expectation of society, for someone like her, is invisibility and silence. But silence cannot bring about change. Deep in her soul, she has a need that, like a prayer, must be spoken. Brueggemann says, “Prayer is an act of hope. It is an act of asking which trusts that new gifts can and will be given that will override present circumstance… Prayer is a refusal to settle for what is.” [5] I imagine that this unnamed foreign woman, through her actions, is calling up Jesus to do something miraculous. She is calling him to her to override present circumstance and perhaps, unbeknownst to her, also override Jesus’ present state of being.
Whether or not Jesus wanted to be left alone was of no consequence for this woman. Her child was ill, and Jesus was the only one who could do anything to help her. So, she must enter into a place where she is not welcomed. She must break her silence. She must speak out of turn. She must submit herself to scorn and insults. For if she doesn’t, who will speak up for her? Silence can be one of the truest companions to suffering. Brazilian educator and philosopher Paulo Freire says, “Human existence cannot be silent nor can it be nourished by false words, but only by true words, with which men and women transform the world.” [6] Breaking the silence indeed transformed her world and it also transformed Jesus. Though he could have argued her down, as he has done with so many others, he affirms her cleverness and moves forward from that encounter to hear the needs of others who like the immigrant woman stood outside of his world. 
What is our role in breaking the silence? How are we to help those whom society has deemed irrelevant and made invisible?
At times our first step must involve our personal confession. We must confess that we too share responsibility for the silencing of others and their suffering. In our Prayer of Confession this morning, we heard the words of Howard Thurman, who reminds us that when we silence our voices to preserve our reputation, we directly contribute to the suffering of our brothers and sisters. [7] As children of the Triune God who broke into the void existence to create life and who, through Jesus in the power of the Holy Spirit, dove into the chaos of humanity to give us salvation, we cannot remain silent while others suffer. Our confession is not just rote words we are invited to say acknowledging our wrongdoings. Our confession is our response to God’s invitation to relationship. It’s a commitment to allow God to work within our lives and transform our being. God’s love for us is so great that we are not left alone in our moment of confession, even then God meets us and assures pardon. We receive freedom from guilt and shame. We hear the good news that in the name of Jesus Christ we are forgiven. [8] 
In times when we may feel that we have done all that we can do. In times when we feel that our strength has diminished and silence is the only possible option. In times when hope is faint and obstacles are grand—times when no music rings, nothing echoes in our souls, and we ask, “How can I keep singing?” We must remember that this is not our work and that we do not do it alone. In those moments we must remember that there is one who has set a table before us, with food that nurtures our souls and opens our eyes to a reality that is beyond our limitation. Food that strengthens and renews. A table that brings transformation and where we encounter the real presence of Living Christ. A table that breaks the silence. A table that gives us eyes to see that all people are welcomed to be nourished by this prepared meal.
When we come together to the Table of the Lord, we are reminded that through our Baptism we are incorporated into the body of Christ, and God’s work through the ages. We are reminded that the Cross and the Resurrection were not an endpoint to God’s work in the world—God continues to work through the church and each of us.[9]
As people of faith, we are called to persevere in doing good works. In Galatians 6:9, the Apostle Paul reminds us, “let us not grow weary in doing what is right, for we will reap at harvest time, if we do not give up.” My friends, let us continue to break the silence for those whom society rejects. Let us break the silence for the immigrant and refugee. Let us break the silence for victims of violence. Let us break the silence for those excluded from our Communion due to whom they love. Let us break the silence for the poor and those who hunger in the richest nation on earth. Let us break the silence for children whose reality is one of violence. Let us break the silence for those whom urban development means displacement. Let us break the silence for those who still lack access to healthcare. Let us break the silence for a world where war is a way of living. Let us continue to break the silence until creation is made whole and God’s reign is fully realized on earth as in heaven.
Thanks be to God!
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