
Albertina’s eyes when she talked of 
her daughter’s physical development 
and how it put her at such a great risk. 
What I needed was an afternoon with 
Olga. As she bathed in hand sanitizer, 
she would share how she kept safe the 
previous night by turning tricks in order 
to “pay” for protection in the homeless 
camp. I will never forget the tiredness 
in her eyes when she sat down and 
said, “I just wish I could sit somewhere 
and be a lady.” She slept the rest of the 
afternoon in our glass lobby as we kept 
vigil over her.

It is their eyes that haunt me most: 
the desperate need; the hopeless 

emptiness; the rejection they dare 
to happen yet one more time; the 
smoldering anger of years of cheerless 
ignore-ance and abandonment; their 
shame over needing help at all. And so 
when I read the 7th chapter of Mark’s 
gospel, I think about the eyes of the 
Syrophoenician woman. Were they dark 
with despair and desperation? Did her 
eyes express the loneliness of single 
parenting; the desertion of a mate who 
hadn’t signed on for parenthood. Did 
they express red-hot anger over the 
injustice of no medical care; no free 
lunches; lack of affordable housing; the 
depletion of SNAP funding? Were this 
mother’s eyes haunted by the same 
sort of demon that tormented her child 
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I was only in my 20’s and had  
responsibility for 48 teenagers. It took 
2 charter buses to get us to Dayton, 
Ohio for a week-long mission trip. We 
went prepared to lead Big A Clubs 
in government housing. (The Big A 
Clubs were developed by the Woman’s 
Missionary Union and if I have my facts 
straight, the pilot program took place 
right here at Baptist Church of the 
Covenant.) Anyway, the big buses would 
pull up only to find that children were 
waiting with excitement. Others literally 
pushed the screens from their windows 
to jump two stories in order to attend. 
One parent escorted his children with a 
gun hanging on his side, and one mother, 
on the last day, brought 
her daughter onto a bus 
pleading that we take 
her child home with us 
because anywhere else 
had to be better than 
where they lived. The 
next year, we were on 
the coast of Mississippi. 
Another mother pleaded 
the same after trying to hide her child 
in the luggage compartments under the 
bus.

Looking back, having all those teenagers 
was such a large responsibility that I did 
not take the time to process these stories 
well-enough to create a strong sense 
of justice in those adolescents’ world 
view. I was also still young. I was also 
still having a hard time seeing the world 
honestly, because the glare from that 
silver spoon in my mouth encouraged me 
to shut my eyes. I would have benefited 
from an afternoon with Tony who is 
usually so inebriated that he can’t string 
thoughts together in a logical sequence. 
What I needed was seeing the fear in 
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Dear Friends,
Thank you for wanting 

to read and study these 
thoughts more 

carefully. Please know 
that I do not take full 

credit for anything that 
may be contained within, 
because I may have read 

or heard something at 
some point during my 
pilgrimage and do not 

remember its source and 
thus, cannot give the 

rightful author his/her 
credit. I pray that you 

will find inspiration and  
encouragement.

Sarah Shelton

A Change of Heart
Proverbs 22:1-2, 8-9; James 2:1-10; Mark 7:24-37

WHERE FAITH COMES TO LIFE

Were this mother’s eyes haunted 
by the same sort of demon that 
tormented her child so that her 
personal sense of responsibility 

was sharp and unrelenting?



so that her personal sense of responsibility was sharp 
and unrelenting?

Scripture says she begged Jesus. The gospel writer 
says she bowed before Jesus. Was it to show respect or 
to hide her indignant rage 
over her circumstances? 
Just imagine her shame 
that while she had done 
everything she could for 
her daughter, it was not 
good enough. 

The woman has no name and even Mark and Matthew 
cannot agree on her ethnicity. Is she a Syrophoenician 
or is she a Canaanite? Walter Brueggemann calls her 
an “ethnic” other; and that she is a female crowding 
in to “manly space.” (“Jesus Rudely Interrupted,” Interrupting 
Silence) So has she been told her whole life that as a 
girl, and as an outsider, she has no voice, no power, 
and no right to demand anything from anybody? She 
really needed to stay in her place and accept the lot 
she has been dealt. And all the while, her daughter 
gets sicker and sicker. (Shannon Kershner, “Taking Hold of 
Jesus,” Fourth Presbyterian Church, 9-6-15)

She is the tired and worn out mother played against 
the tired and worn out Jesus. Weary of the care, 
exhausted by the demands, and worn out by the 
community’s accusing looks and words that it is 
her sins that cause her child’s infirmity, the mother 
comes to Jesus and pleads for help. She has no way 

of knowing that he is worn out too. Exhausted by 
the constant demands and challenges, what we see 
is NOT the domesticated, children’s version of Jesus. 
Instead of “come-to-me-all-you-who-are-weary-
Jesus,” we get the “go-away-all-of-you-because-I-
am-weary-Jesus.”

Jesus is still trying to find some quiet place in order 
to rest, retreat, refuel, re-evaluate. Today we might 
say that Jesus has compassion fatigue. Letty Russell, 
I think, gets it right when she says, “Jesus is caught 
with his compassion down.” (Church in the Round, p. 162) 

He crosses a geographical border in order to arrive 
in Tyre. It is a largely Gentile area, and going there 
speaks to his thought that if he could just get there…
just get beyond the space that Jews inhabit…then 
maybe he can carve out some time where no one 

will demand a miracle or 
expect a healing or request 
a story. What Jesus 
doesn’t realize is that 
crossing one boundary 
leads immediately to 
crossing others.

In Matthew, the woman speaks first. But in Mark, 
she falls down at Jesus’ feet. She has a pretty good 
idea what Jesus will say, how he will respond. After 
all, she’s heard it all said many times before, and so 
she shields herself from exposing her eyes that are 
flashing with anger and shame. Instead, she begs. 
She begs not as if her life depends on it. She begs 
because her daughter’s life depends on it.

The scripture says that the child is possessed with 
an unclean spirit meaning that she has lost herself. 
Her psyche has been subjected to powers too strong 
to fight. Powers in our day and time with names like 
emotional abuse, molestation, rape, physical violence. 
It is a possession that signals this child’s soul is in 
the process of being overtaken permanently. (At the 
Workbench, p. 87)

This woman has no extraordinary power or influence 
working in her favor. All she has is her “mother bear 
energy” that is bent on fiercely protecting her child. 
Hers is neither a sweet sentimental love, quiet and 
passive, nor an objective, detached love. Rather, it is a 
love that is willing to make a stand against anyone or 
anything that will thwart healing and wholeness for 
her daughter. So she is desperate and relentless. And 
when human need becomes white-hot and frantic, 
then sometimes, faith is born. (William Williimon, “Good 
News for the Desperate,” Pulpit Digest, 9-10-06)

Jesus tells her initially that the priority is to feed the 
children first. He is referring to the Jews. Then, Jesus 
says, the crumbs left over are for the dogs, or the 
Gentiles. With this play on words, Jesus intimates 
that she is a dog. Brian Blount paraphrases Jesus’ 
words as being, “Look lady, I wasn’t sent to help you 
and your people…I am not about to throw my salvific 
power to the dogs.” (Preaching Mark in Two Voices, p. 131) 
To be honest, this is a kind interpretation, because 
Jesus is using a powerfully offensive word here. 

She is the tired and worn out 
mother played against the 
tired and worn out Jesus. 
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She begs not as if her life 
depends on it. She begs 

because her daughter’s life 
depends on it.



Commentators who suggest that this conversation 
is full of playful banter that borders on puns and 
laughter, miss the point. This is not a time of fun and 
games. The woman is bargaining for her daughter’s 
life. There is a lot at stake, and she will not let up. 
And Jesus…well…while I will trust you to translate 
within your own mind to the stronger, more accurate 
street language, says she is a dog.

She absorbs the insult. She swallows her bitterness, 
and says, “Even the dogs…even the dogs, Jesus…” 
And in the time it takes for her to gather her 
courageous convictions, I hear myself fill in the blank 
with thousands of others who often beg for grace 
from the margins:

even the homeless…
even the illegal immigrants…
even the food stamp dependents…
even the transvestites…
even the drug users…

even the pregnant 
teenagers…
even the alcoholics…
even the depressed and 
the unemployed and the 
bag ladies…
you fill in the blank with 
your own marginality…
even the dogs, Jesus, 
deserve a crumb.

Oooohhh, we have caught Jesus in an ethnic slur. 
(David R. Henson, “Crumbs: Jesus and the Ethnic Slur,” patheos.
com, 9-2-15) The press would have had a field day 
tweeting about how the Son of God practices racism 
in order to keep the streets of the Kingdom undefiled. 
And yet the good news in this is that maybe we 
are being allowed to watch how even the best of 
humanity—the Incarnation himself—can get caught 
up in systems of oppression and cultural supremacy. 
We forget that Jesus was raised in a worldview of 
prejudice and in this moment of exhaustion, Jesus 
succumbs to it.

But here’s where the difference lies: When the woman 
boldly confronts Jesus with his prejudice, he listens 
and he hears. He owns his own culture’s hateful 
discrimination and allows himself to be changed by 
the realities of the marginalized woman bowing at his 
feet. He not only changes his mind, he changes his 

heart. It is the only time recorded in all the gospels 
that Jesus changes his mind. (Henson) But change 
his mind, he does. He listens and allows himself 
to be fundamentally changed by an oppressed, 
disenfranchised woman. Her hope pushes Jesus’ 
boundaries to expand his call by giving him a glimpse 
of a fuller picture of what he was here to do and with 
whom he was to do it.

This seismic shift in Jesus is evidenced in the 
daughter’s healing and then, Jesus goes to the region 
of the Decapolis. He takes his healing ministry out 
beyond the borders of Galilee and into a network 
of 10 Greek cities full of people he claimed he had 
not been sent to minister. They are now included in 
the scope of God’s promise, God’s reign, and God’s 
shalom. It is a new trajectory of transformative 
possibilities. We watch as Jesus accepts God’s love 
as impartial. It is in that impartiality that our moral 
work begins as we strive to love our neighbor with 
the same intensity as the woman loved her daughter.

The example of this tenacious, 
angry and desperate mother 
continues to teach us about 
transformation and how to throw 
ourselves at the feet of Jesus to 
demand that more mercy and 
more grace be available to wash 
over all the people of this world. 
It begs us to ask ourselves: For 
what are we willing to go toe-
to-toe with God? What are we 

so passionate about that we find ourselves hollering 
for it? How have we laid hold of Jesus? And are we 
determined not to let him go until transformation and 
healing occur? (Kershner) If Jesus is our example, of 
what do we need to change our minds over?

There were many Sunday mornings that Olga was 
waiting on me when I arrived at the church. She 
always asked if the coffee was ready. I’d remind 
her that the building wouldn’t open until later. She 
never pushed. She never got angry. She’d just remind 
me that we were both alike, each being a high 
priestess…she of the streets and me within the safe 
walls of the church. So I’d come into the building. 
She’d stay outside. I’d turn on lights; she watched 
the sun rise. About the time I’d settle at my desk, 
Olga would start singing. She would sit on top of the 
transformer in the front yard of the funeral home and 
sing, directing the melody toward my office windows. 
For such a little woman, she had a great big voice. 

He listens and 
allows himself to be 

fundamentally changed 
by an oppressed, 
disenfranchised 

woman.  
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“Amazing grace!” she’d begin, “how sweet the sound 
that saved a wretch like me…” Those words still stick 
in my throat, because at 20-something I know I would 
have thought Olga a wretch, but now, at 62, I know 
who that real wretch is.

Howard Thurman, in his spiritual classic Deep is the 
Hunger, tells about a mother listening to her son pray 
at bedtime.

Each night my bonny, study lad
Persists in adding to his “Now I lay me
Down to sleep,” the earnest, wistful plea:
“God, make me big.”
And I, his mother, with a greater need,
Do echo in a humbled, contrite heart,
“God make me big.”
Big of thought. Big of spirit. Big of heart. 

Oh God, forgive our easy dismissals and hear our 
earnest prayers for your spirit to come and make us 
big. Big enough to change our 
minds, and big enough to love 
without partiality. Amen.
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