Proper 15A 2011
The Ninth Sunday after Pentecost
Matthew 15:(10-20), 21-28

“Spoolies”

I was in a grocery store. I was probably eight years old. And a shocking thing happened. As I turned the corner of an aisle, I noticed down the end of the aisle my elementary school teacher. She was wearing a bulky old sweatshirt and baggy shorts. She wore sandals. I could actually see her naked feet and toes! A cigarette was positioned out of her mouth whose rising smoke caused one of her eyes to close half way. And her hair! Her hair was rolled up in Spoolies! Do you remember Spoolies? Spoolies were hair rollers but unconventional hair rollers because they weren’t hard and unforgiving. Spoolies were made of soft, pliable plastic so you could leave them in overnight and still get a good night’s sleep and in the morning your hair would be curled. And the most memorable thing about Spoolies, in my opinion, was they were pink!
Well, I was aghast to see my teacher even in a grocery store let alone in such a dishelved state. My image of her was forever changed. She was…….flawed. How could she be so…..so……human! 

I think we have a similar reaction when it comes to Jesus and this morning’s story regarding his encounter with a Canaanite woman. Jesus is traveling about the countryside when a non-Jewish woman approaches him asking for him to heal her daughter who is tormented by a demon. His disciples advise him to get rid of her. So, he tells her that his message and his ministry are only for Jews and not for non-Jews. Refusing to accept his answer, she comes up to him and kneels at his feet. “Please help me,” she begs. “Nope,” he responds, “It is not right to take bread out of children’s mouths and throw it to dogs.” 

Whoa! That is not exactly our image of Jesus is it? He comes across as superior, condescending and non-caring. And like seeing our teachers out of their classroom environment, it shocks us to hear Jesus talk like this. Calling someone a dog in those days would be equal to any ethnic or offensive slur of today. I am not going to say some of these simply because they are truly offensive. But, run through some of them in your head. It is pretty shocking. And this from Jesus! Our Lord! The Son of God! He who is one with the Father! How are we to take this?

As I have said on many occasions, I was raised primarily by my mother, her brother and her sister (my uncle and aunt respectively). I never remember my uncle ever using profanity or derogatory words toward someone or ever flipping someone off. I certainly saw him angry like the time I used gasoline to start up the fire to burn some leaves and the time I shot and killed a robin with a BB gun as it was feeding at one of our bird feeders in the back yard. But he never swore or called me a bad name. 
I thank him for that. Over the years I have seen and heard far too many parents swear at their children, call them terrible names or refer to others in very derogatory terms in front of their children. It is just never right for a parent to swear at their child or call them a bad name. That is child abuse.
Away from me did my uncle cuss? Did he ever raise a middle finger to someone in anger? I don’t know, but I would conjecture that he did. There are plenty of incidences where profanity is perfectly acceptable. And for me, my messianic, godlike image of him changed when I was in college. It was an afternoon and my uncle had been suffering from the flu. He was projecting from both ends. We had only one bathroom in our two story Cape Cod house, and it was on the first floor. His bedroom was upstairs. I heard a loud crash and vomiting in the stairwell. Upon arrival, I saw my uncle sitting on the stairs with his head slumped down onto his hands. There was vomit all over the walls of the stair well and all over his white boxer shorts and tank top undershirt. He was a mess. Sick and upset a stream of pretty raunchy profanities ran from his mouth.
It was a Spoolie incident all over again only more profound. I looked down at his thin white legs that never saw the sun, his body covered in vomit and other things, and I saw my uncle------the human being. And unlike my Spoolie incident several years earlier, tears came to my eyes. They were tears of love. I loved him more seeing him flawed than I did seeing him perfect. There before me was a man----an ordinary man not a superhero or a god but a man. I could relate to that. And it made all that he had ever done for me and all of our relationship just all that more special because he WAS a man and not a deity. It made me realize that I too could be like him because he was a human whereas before there was no way I couldn’t swear. I have used my fair share of profane words and still do. And sadly, I have called a few people dogs over my life time. And I have treated people like dogs over my life time. I was and am far from perfect. And I am proud to say neither are any of my role models either. 
I think this brief story found in Mark and Matthew’s gospels is extraordinarily important. As a matter of fact, it is far more important than the stories of Jesus’ birth which we celebrate at Christmas. At Christmas this church is filled with people who hear of a perfect little child who is human but really divine. Hundreds more people hear this story about the perfect little child and far too many don’t hear today’s story of the oh so very human adult Jesus who, at times, can be far too human for many a person’s liking. But I will tell you that I like today’s Jesus-----the flawed Jesus----far better than the guy who walked on water. I like him better because I can relate to a flawed human being far better than a demi-god who didn’t struggle with diarrhea like all of us have or hasn’t been so angry that you want to spit or been so in love and hurt that you don’t know if you can ever get out of bed in the morning and whatsmore----what’s the use? Biblical scholars want to gloss over today’s story or explain it away whereas I want to make it a church holiday on the scale of Christmas and Easter. I want to make it a major feast day because I think we, Christians, need to readjust our childish image of Jesus. 
The best thinker and writer on this, in my opinion, is Marcus Borg. By far and large most reputable scholars today do not think that Jesus referred to himself as: the light of the world, the bread of life, the good shepherd or God incarnate-----that is embodiment as if he were divine. These were not self statements by Jesus but the testimony of the community. Let me put it to you this way. If you tell people that you are the light of the world, you’re not. That is, perceiving yourself in such grand terms is a fairly good indicator that you are off base. However, it becomes a very powerful statement when others, the community, says, “We have found in this person the light of the world who has shown us the way out of darkness.  We have found in this person the way that leads from death to life. We have experienced in this person a closeness to God and see God more clearly through this person than ever before.”
To me this is far more compelling when I hear such statements from the community than I do from the individual claiming it for him/herself.

In addition, we need to take images of Jesus in the Bible as metaphors. The essential meaning of a metaphor is “to see as.” Thus, to say “Jesus is the true vine” is to see him as the true vine, and to say “Jesus is the Son of God” is to see him as the Son of God. The point is not to believe that Jesus is the true vine or the Son of God, as if these were facts about him. But to see him as the true vine implies taking him very seriously as the one upon whom we as the branches depend for life, and as one whose life flows through us.

Thus, the Son of God doesn’t mean that Jesus is God’s actual biological son but it is an affirmation that Jesus stood/stands in an intimate relationship with God. What has happened over the years is that Jesus, as biological son, had to have been conceived in very unnatural ways and not by a human father. Mary then becomes a virgin and Joseph irrelevant. Jesus then becomes human but really divine and we go to all sorts of contortions to explain how physically this can happen. And then we progress to see Jesus as the only begotten Son of God and is one substance with God. But initially, to see Jesus as the Son of God, was to point to a relationship of special intimacy and agency. 

Jesus, as the bread of life or the good shepherd is a relationship metaphor. It is a confession of faith not a statement of fact. To say that Jesus is the Son of God or the Messiah is not a fact about Jesus in the sense that “He was five feet three inches tall and weighed 125 pounds” is a fact about Jesus. The latter statement is open to verification by anybody with a tape measure and a scale. The former statement involves conviction and faith. To see Jesus as the Messiah, the vine, the Son of God or the good shepherd is to say that in this person of Jesus we see God more clearly than through anybody else in history.
This is to understand metaphorical language. If not, then to say Jesus is the Son of God and mean it literally is to take the Bible literally. As a result, is Jesus a branch or a vine? Do we take Paul literally when he says, “Do not permit a woman (in church) to teach or to have authority over a man; she must be silent.” (1Timothy 2:12) “The head of a woman is a man.” (1Cor 11:5) When the Bible says “be fruitful and multiply,” do we gather eat cantaloupe and do the times tables? Of course, we don’t take these words literally. Unfortunately, such understandings have often happened within the Christian tradition. Very early on, we metaphorized our history, and since then we have often historized our metaphors. When we literalize metaphors, we get nonsense. We lose the rich resonances of meaning which the metaphors were intended to offer.
So, is Jesus God? No and yes. No, if you see him as a visitor from elsewhere sent by God who is out there to be with us down here. Yes, if you believe that God is the essence of all existence and present at all times and all places in creation, and thus, we are able to see God more clearly----that is Jesus as the embodiment of this essence----------than we can through any other means. To Christians God is more immanent and present in the person of Jesus than in any one else. This seems to make the most sense to me and to do justice to the specialness of Jesus. 
Listen to the following short tale. An Emperor who cares for nothing but his appearance and attire hires two tailors who promise him the finest suit of clothes from a fabric invisible to anyone who is unfit for his position or "just hopelessly stupid". The Emperor cannot see the cloth himself, but pretends that he can for fear of appearing unfit for his position; his ministers do the same. When the swindlers report that the suit is finished, they mime dressing him and the Emperor then marches in procession before his subjects, who play along with the pretense. Suddenly, a child in the crowd, too young to understand the desirability of keeping up the pretense, blurts out that the Emperor is wearing nothing at all.
All of us have reached a point where we have seen our school teachers in their “regular” clothes. In other words, we have seen them for whom they are outside of our childhood fantasies of them in the classroom setting. We are willing to acknowledge that emperor has not clothes, i.e. teachers are very, normal human beings just like the rest of us.
Many of us have similar experiences in seeing our parents for whom they really are. And, perhaps, we realize that not all were the star football player or queen of the senior prom but instead maybe they were the goofy George McFly. Maybe they were someone you wouldn’t be caught dead sitting down and eating lunch with in the cafeteria!
But many of us never get to the point of seeing Jesus for whom he really was-----he from whom God shone most brightly. 

It is too bad, really. Because unless you are able to see Jesus as a flawed human being capable of using profanity or using a slur in reference to someone in other words at his most human worst, then you will never be able to love Jesus and God in a far deeper relationship than is capable in any other way.

PAGE  
1

