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Be Opened 

August 5, 2021 

 

When I was in high school, I loved watching the TV show Whose Line Is It Anyway?  The show 

is an improvisational theater show, where four actors make up everything on the spot.  They 

would sing songs as they thought of them; they’d create identities for themselves; sometimes 

they would speak only in questions.  In addition to being hilarious, it was also really 

impressive.  Those actors – and any actor in improv theater – thought quickly on their feet. 

 

And it’s hard enough to come up with a song or identity by itself.  But usually, these actors 

weren’t alone on the stage.  They had to create those songs and identities based on the actions 

and cues from the other actors or from the audience. 

 

So if someone told you to make up a rhyming couplet, you could maybe do it in a matter of 

minutes.  It’d be hard to do it in 10 seconds.  But if someone told you to make up a song about 

say, pirates and jellyfish, in 10 seconds, it’d be near impossible.   

 

But that’s what these performers do.  Not only do they have the expertise to make something up 

on the spot; they can to make something up on the spot in response to someone else. 

 

That gives us a little insight into our Gospel lesson today.  Our story begins with Jesus taking a 

retreat.  As I mentioned last week, Jesus hasn’t had a chance to stop and rest and pray in some 

time, so today Jesus retreats into non-Jewish territory, Gentile territory, where he thinks no one 

will bother him. 

 

But it is not to be.  A mother whose daughter is suffering comes and finds Jesus and asks him for 

help.  It’s worth noting that this woman is a Gentile (as Mark tells us).  So she wouldn’t view 

Jesus in the same way as many of the crowds; she’d be skeptical about calling him the Son of 

God or the Messiah.  And yet, she clearly knows something about him.  She knows, we see from 

the start, that Jesus can heal.  So she asks him to cast out the demon from her daughter. 

 

Jesus’ response contains some of his harshest words.  “Let the children be fed first; for it is not 

fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” 

 

Jewish folks, the people of Israel, often called themselves “children.”  They were the “children of 

God,” or sometimes “the children of Abraham,” or even just “the children of Israel.”  So Jesus is 

pretty clearly saying, “My ministry is for Jews, first and foremost.”  And then the only possible 

way to understand his follow-up statement is, “You Gentiles, you non-Jews, are dogs.  To help 

you before I help the children of Israel would be to take this gift and throw it to animals.” 

 

It’s harsh.  It’s uncomfortable.  This is not the meek, gentle, loving Jesus that we are familiar 

with.  And there are two kinds of explanations for Jesus’ harsh words. 

 

First, Jesus might be serious.  He is tired and stressed and not his best self right now.  And he 

snaps at this woman.  That’s one possibility. 
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The other explanation is that Jesus is probing.  He’s saying, “Society tells us that Jews and 

Gentiles don’t get along.  According to my people, we are known as children, and you are known 

as dogs.  What do you have to say about that?” 

 

I don’t know which case we have here.  Because the Bible is a written document, we don’t have 

the tone of Jesus’ words, which might’ve given us a clue as to whether he was testing this 

woman or genuinely angry.  We don’t know. 

 

In either case, the woman’s answer is the same.  “Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the 

children’s crumbs.” 

 

There are a couple things going on here in her response.  First, she’s showing she would’ve been 

great at Whose Line Is It Anyway.  She hears the metaphor Jesus is giving, she understands it, and 

she comes up with her own fitting response, based on the metaphor Jesus is using.  “You might 

call us dogs, but even the dogs receive something.” 

 

Second, this woman has some courage, some moxie, to challenge Jesus.  She is saying, “I hear 

what you’re saying, and you can call us dogs if you’d like, but my daughter still needs help.  And 

I’m not taking no for an answer.” 

 

Third, this woman has faith, even though she isn’t Jewish.  She calls Jesus “sir.”  “Sir, even the 

dogs eat the crumbs…”  Another translation of that word is “Lord.”  “Lord, even the dogs eat the 

crumbs…”  She is showing that the traditional perspective, that Gentiles are heathens who don’t 

know God, is false.  This woman knows who Jesus is, and she believes not only that Jesus can 

heal her daughter, but that there is something divine in him. 

 

So this Syrophoenician woman is a boss.  She is witty and quick on her feet; she is bold; and she 

is faithful.  The only response Jesus can give, whether Jesus was genuinely angry or whether he 

was just testing her, is, “You’re right.  For saying that, your daughter is healed.” 

 

And this is a turning point in Jesus’ ministry.  From here on out, Jesus doesn’t only help Jewish 

people; he begins to minister to the Gentiles too.  And it’s because of this woman here.  She 

changed his mind.  God’s love doesn’t go to the favored first; God’s love is for everyone. 

 

But our reading doesn’t end there.  We hear a second healing story, as a counterpoint to the 

Syrophoenician woman.  In this story, Jesus is back in Jewish territory.  It’s a more familiar 

setting; a man is brought to Jesus to be healed.  Jesus lays his hands on the man (on his ears and 

on his tongue, grossly enough), and then Jesus heals the man with a word.  “Be opened.” 

 

The word “open” here can be used literally and figuratively.  So Jesus is, on the one hand, 

opening the man’s ears and mouth, so that he can hear and speak.  But I wonder if Jesus is also 

saying something more.  Be open to the gifts of God.  Be open to a new life.  Be open to the idea 

that God’s grace isn’t just for you and your friends; it’s open to everyone. 

 

I even wonder if Jesus is saying that word to himself, as his ministry is in the midst of being 

opened.  Be open to not only Jews, but Gentiles as well. 
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Be opened.  That’ll preach. 

 

Henri Nouwen, a Dutch priest and author who I’ve mentioned before, wrote a book called With 

Open Hands.  The book, believe it or not, is about prayer.  In the introduction, Nouwen writes 

about we often walk around with clenched fists, figuratively (maybe literally too, if you’re 

looking for a fight). 

 

We clench our metaphorical fists out of tension or anxiety 

We clench them because we are scared 

We clench them to hold onto some bitterness or anger or jealousy 

We clench them to try to maintain some kind of control over situations in our lives 

 

Prayer, Nouwen says, the act of unclenching your fists.  It is an invitation to let go, to detach 

yourself from all those things you cling to.  And in letting go of anger or fear or control, you 

invite God in.  Or rather, you invite yourself to be aware that God is already in you. 
Henri Nouwen. With Open Hands. Notre Dame: Ave Maria Press, 1972. 

 

Be opened. 

 

What an invitation for us, in our prayer lives and in our societal lives.  Be open to God dwelling 

in us.  Be open to God dwelling in others, whether they seem “faithful” or not.  Unclench our 

fists so that we can see God in us. 

 

I’ll close with one line of poetry from Rumi, the 13th century Persian poet, about openness, and 

what that might feel like, to unclench our fists and be opened in our souls. 

 

“What was said to the rose to make it open was said to me, here in my chest.” 
Jalal al-Din Rumi. “What Was Said to the Rose.” From The Soul of Rumi: A New Collection of Ecstatic Poems, translated by Coleman Barks. 

New York: HarperCollins, 2002. 

 

Amen. 
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