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James 2:1-10, 14-17
Psalm 125
Mark 7:24-37

Grant us, O Lord, to trust in you with all our hearts; for, 
as you always resist the proud who confide in their own 
strength, so you never forsake those who make their 
boast of your mercy; through Jesus Christ our Lord, 
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one 
God, now and for ever. Amen.



James 2:1-10, 14-17

My brothers and sisters, do you with your acts of fa-
voritism really believe in our glorious Lord Jesus 
Christ? For if a person with gold rings and in fine 
clothes comes into your assembly, and if a poor person 
in dirty clothes also comes in, and if you take notice of 
the one wearing the fine clothes and say, “Have a seat 
here, please,” while to the one who is poor you say, 
“Stand there,” or, “Sit at my feet,” have you not made 
distinctions among yourselves, and become judges with 
evil thoughts? Listen, my beloved brothers and sisters. 
Has not God chosen the poor in the world to be rich in 
faith and to be heirs of the kingdom that he has 
promised to those who love him? But you have dishon-
ored the poor. Is it not the rich who oppress you? Is it 
not they who drag you into court? Is it not they who 
blaspheme the excellent name that was invoked over 
you?

You do well if you really fulfill the royal law accord-
ing to the scripture, “You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself.” But if you show partiality, you commit sin 
and are convicted by the law as transgressors. For who-
ever keeps the whole law but fails in one point has be-
come accountable for all of it. 



What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say 
you have faith but do not have works? Can faith save 
you? If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, 
and one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm 
and eat your fill,” and yet you do not supply their bodily 
needs, what is the good of that? So faith by itself, if it 
has no works, is dead.



Mark 7:24-37

Jesus set out and went away to the region of Tyre. He 
entered a house and did not want anyone to know he 
was there. Yet he could not escape notice, but a woman 
whose little daughter had an unclean spirit immediately 
heard about him, and she came and bowed down at his 
feet. Now the woman was a Gentile, of Syrophoenician 
origin. She begged him to cast the demon out of her 
daughter. He said to her, “Let the children be fed first, 
for it is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it 
to the dogs.” But she answered him, “Sir, even the dogs 
under the table eat the children’s crumbs.” Then he said 
to her, “For saying that, you may go – the demon has 
left your daughter.” So she went home, found the child 
lying on the bed, and the demon gone.

Then he returned from the region of Tyre, and went by 
way of Sidon towards the Sea of Galilee, in the region 
of the Decapolis. They brought to him a deaf man who 
had an impediment in his speech; and they begged him 
to lay his hand on him. He took him aside in private, 
away from the crowd, and put his fingers into his ears, 
and he spat and touched his tongue. Then looking up to 
heaven, he sighed and said to him, “Ephphatha,” that is, 
“Be opened.” And immediately his ears were opened, 



his tongue was released, and he spoke plainly. Then Je-
sus ordered them to tell no one; but the more he ordered 
them, the more zealously they proclaimed it. They were 
astounded beyond measure, saying, “He has done every-
thing well; he even makes the deaf to hear and the mute 
to speak.”





SERMON

Some years ago a friend who attends one of 

the more charismatic churches was excited on a 

Monday  about  the  message  she  had  heard  on 

Sunday.  Her  preacher  had  become  enthusiastic 

about Jesus’ positive message and told the con-

gregation  that  Jesus never  did  a  negative  thing. 

She received this news with great joy. I am a very 

naughty sort of person, and I pointed out that the 

woman in our story today might well disagree with 

that assessment. This is a very difficult passage to 

square with the notion that Jesus never did any-

thing  negative.  It’s  a  very  difficult  passage  to 

square  with  the  notion  of  Jesus  that  we  have 

formed all  our  lives.  A non-Jew with  a  terribly  ill 

daughter prostrates herself  before Him and begs 

that her child be cured, and Jesus answers, “Let 

the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the 



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

That’s pretty negative, and we’d best agree on 

that right from the get-go. It’s offensive. It’s more 

than offensive – it’s appalling. Even if Jesus was 

having an off day, why in the world would Mark in-

clude this in his account of the Good News? Fur-

thermore, why would Mark follow this upsetting ac-

count  with  a  miracle  in  which  the  hearing  and 

speech of a man was restored? For Mark, restora-

tion of hearing is often a signal that something im-

portant has happened. What’s going on here, any-

way?

 This riveting account focuses our attention on 

a contemporary illness which I would maintain is 

slowly killing our churches. It might be called “Su-

perficial Christianity”, and it consists of a Christiani-

ty which is cobbled together from favorite hymns, 

pleasant childhood memories and soothing assur-



ances, but which refuses to engage the full mean-

ing of the confession that the Word of God became 

flesh in Jesus. Superficial Christianity turns Christ 

into a sort of superhero, God into a sort of score 

keeper, and us into … well .. something much less 

than that which Jesus tells us we can become. Je-

sus tells us we have great potential! We can live in 

the Kingdom. Superficial Christians want to tell Je-

sus that the effort we are making, the understand-

ing we bring with us from our childhood, is good 

enough. Superficial Christianity substitutes opposi-

tion to others for love of neighbor, and insists that 

the Good News is merely a business transaction 

whereby those who go to the right church and con-

fess the right set of beliefs are rewarded in heav-

en, and those who don't — get what's coming to 

them.  No  mention  of  the  words  of  James,  the 

brother or our Lord.



What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if 
you say you have faith but do not have 
works? Can faith save you? If a brother or 
sister is naked and lacks daily food, and 
one of you says to them, “Go in peace; 
keep warm and eat your fill,” and yet you 
do not supply their bodily needs, what is 
the good of that? So faith by itself, if it has 
no works, is dead.

What to me is many times worse is that I don’t 

see among the people at the Chapel of St. Star-

buck  any thirst  to  drink  deeper  of  the  waters  of 

Christianity. What is most often explained to me by 

the people at the Chapel is that God can do any-

thing, and Jesus is perfect, and your ultimate fate 

in the great hereafter is entirely a question of hu-

man impulse. God loves you, and you either ac-

cept God and go to heaven or reject Him and go to 

hell, and that’s all you need to know about it.

It was not always so. There were times in the 

history  of  our  faith  when  people  thought  deeply 



about matters of  faith.  There were times when it 

was  vitally  important  to  know  what you  thought 

about Jesus, not merely that you believe in some 

fashion that there once was a man named Jesus. 

People  in  times  past  struggled  with  who  Jesus 

was, and how they were to relate to him. Forgive 

me, but I don’t notice signs of struggle in contem-

porary churches.  The fire seems to have burned 

low in our pursuit  of  this singular  person, Jesus. 

We arrogantly think we have Him figured out, and 

so have no appetite for the meal Jesus offers, no 

thirst for the true drink from the cup of Salvation.

There  was  an  important  meeting  some  time 

ago, which took up some important matters having 

to do with Jesus. It was by invitation only, and you 

weren’t invited. Also, it took place in the year 451, 

so you shouldn’t feel bad about not being invited. 

The meeting was called  at  the  insistence of  the 



Emperor Constantine in Chalcedon, now a district 

of  the  city  of  Istanbul.  The  Patriarch  of  Con-

stantinople presided over some 500 bishops. They 

took on the question of who this Jesus was. They 

could not be satisfied with a thoughtless answer. 

They thirsted for more. Was Jesus a divine being 

sent from heaven who only appeared to have a hu-

man body? Was He a normal human being who 

had been adopted at  His baptism and filled with 

the Spirit of God? After much prayer and discus-

sion, here's what they came up with: Jesus is truly 

God and truly man, without mixture of the two na-

tures.

Think about that for a moment with your think-

ing  side,  not  your  emotional  side.  Jesus  is  truly 

God and truly man, without mixture of the two na-

tures. Every impulse of human nature with which 

you struggle daily, Jesus also experienced. One of 



the  things  they  were  countering  was  a  teaching 

which held that Jesus had one nature – that of di-

vine-human, inseparably intertwined. The five hun-

dred bishops rejected this idea, and declared that 

Jesus is truly God and truly man, without mixture 

of the two natures. When my friend’s enthusiastic 

preacher declared that Jesus never did a negative 

thing, he was disagreeing with those five hundred 

bishops and saying that Jesus had but one nature 

– divine-human, not a human nature and a divine 

nature, for a human nature will do negative things 

from time to time. My friend’s preacher was teach-

ing  that  Jesus  never  suffered  doubt,  He  never 

stubbed His  toe,  He never  struggled with  fear.  I 

doubt  very  much that  the  preacher  had the  first 

clue that this issue had been wrestled with 1600 

years earlier, nor that his teaching was on the los-

ing side of that conference. It didn’t matter to him. 



He was satisfied with a simple answer, and thirsted 

for no more.

“Well”,  replies the Superficial  Christian,  “What 

of it? Jesus was the Son of God, and He was per-

fect, and that’s all I need to know.”

That isn’t all you need to know at all. If Jesus, 

as we have been taught by well-meaning people 

all our lives, lived in perfect communion with God, 

how can He say these terribly offensive words to 

the woman with a sick child who is appealing to 

Him? Isn’t  Jesus the perfect expression of God’s 

will? Are we to understand that God plays favorites 

with sick children?

Answering that question required another meet-

ing you weren’t invited to. It happened 230 years 

later, in the year 681, this time at the insistence of 

the Emperor Constans II.  It  had been suggested 

that if Jesus must be viewed as truly God and truly 



man,  without  mixture  of  the  two natures,  maybe 

Jesus  had  only  one  divine-human  energy  which 

motivated Him. Or maybe Jesus had only one will, 

(that is, that there was no opposition in Christ be-

tween  His  human and  His  divine  volition).  I  bet 

you’ve heard people say both of  these things in 

one  form  or  another.  Emperor  Constans  II  con-

vened a council of only 37 bishops and a few pres-

byters.  After  much prayer  and discussion,  here's 

what they came up with: they affirmed that Jesus 

had  two  energies  and  two  wills  (divine  and 

human), not one. They said, in fact, that Jesus was 

in many ways just like us — struggling with a recal-

citrant human nature to be obedient to the word of 

God. This has been the understanding and teach-

ing of the church ever since.

As I look out at you, trying to appear interested 

while your elderly pastor rummages around in the 



basement  of  history,  I  think  I  know  what  you’re 

thinking – “How come I’ve never heard this before? 

It just doesn’t sound right. What in the world am I 

supposed to do with this?”

Well, I’m going to tell you. Human Jesus, with a 

will and an energy of his own, was a man of his 

time, just as each of us are. Jewish Jesus seems 

to have viewed Jews as God’s chosen people, and 

Gentiles as not God’s chosen people, because that 

is what he said to this grieving mother. Jewish Je-

sus naturally viewed his calling to be to God’s cho-

sen, and he responded in just that fashion.

He said to her, “Let the children [of Israel] 
be fed first, for it is not fair to take the chil-
dren’s [of Israel’s] food and throw it to the 
dogs [who are Gentiles].”

That’s jarring. One of the first things we learned 

in Sunday School is that Jesus was perfect. I am 

not  telling  you that  Jesus was not  perfect.  I  am 



telling you that applying words like “perfect” to Je-

sus will get you in trouble. You can only judge per-

fection  if  you  know  what  perfection  is,  and  you 

don’t. None of us do. We’re fallible, sinful human 

beings ourself. We are not qualified to judge per-

fection.  When  we  say  Jesus  was  perfect,  what 

we’re really doing is convincing ourselves that we 

know something we don’t know — what a perfect 

Son of God would look like.

Be glad  of  that,  church!  Jesus  is  the  perfect 

Savior for us precisely because there is no chal-

lenge to your commitment to live into the Gospel 

that Jesus did not also endure, for Jesus was fully 

God and fully human. There is no mountain you 

must climb that Jesus didn’t first struggle with. And 

that includes the bad stuff as well as the good. In 

Jesus, God dwelt as well as is possible for God to 

dwell within a human body, but Jesus did not be-



come  non-human  nor  super-human.  Jesus  re-

mained fully human, and fully God. It’s in what hap-

pens next that we are blessed and educated, for 

this woman in our text called Jesus out over His 

words, and actually bested Him in argument.

But she answered him, “Sir, even the dogs 
under the table eat the children’s crumbs.” 

Jesus immediately acknowledged that she was 

correct.

Then he said to her, “For saying that, you 
may go – the demon has left your daugh-
ter.” So she went home, found the child ly-
ing on the bed, and the demon gone.

I was arguing with a fellow who had said an of-

fensive thing about African-Americans once, and I 

asked him if  he thought  Jesus would do such a 

thing. He responded, “Well, he’s Jesus. I’m not that 

good.”  That’s  the point!  Jesus struggled with the 

same  things  we  struggle  with!  And  when  Jesus 



was corrected by this woman, He acknowledged it, 

and granted her wish, healing her daughter, even 

from a distance. We do not go through life alone. 

We are accompanied by a God who has walked 

our walk and talked our talk. We share our grief, 

not  with  a  distant,  unapproachable God but  with 

Jesus who suffered the dark night at Gethsemane, 

who  cried  out  from the  cross  of  his  agony,  “My 

God, my God! Why hast thou forsaken me?”

I don't hear mention of Chalcedon from contem-

porary pulpits. I don't hear mention of the struggles 

of the early church fathers to come to terms with 

the inexplicable  presence upon the earth  of  one 

who was truly God and truly man. What I do hear 

from people I  meet,  however,  sounds very much 

like  that  which  Archbishop  Timothy  Dolan  de-

scribed:



“Maybe the greatest threat to the Church is 
not heresy, not dissent, not secularism, not 
even moral relativism, but this sanitized, 
feel-good, boutique, therapeutic spirituality, 
that makes no demands, calls for no sacri-
fice, asks for no conversion, entails no bat-
tle against sin, but only soothes and af-
firms.”

In short, I hear Superficial Christianity – Chris-

tianity with no knowledge of that which happened 

in the past, and no thirst to know it. Cheap grace 

which  is  cobbled  together  from  favorite  hymns, 

pleasant childhood memories and soothing assur-

ances. Christianity that confesses that God can do 

anything,  but  never  reveals  to  itself  how  inade-

quate human statements about God are by asking 

itself if God could then create a rock so heavy He 

couldn’t lift it. Christianity which is satisfied with a 

Jesus who can fit within human words and human 

concepts,  but  which  cannot  humble  itself  before 



the great I AM.

Presbyterians believe that Jesus Christ is “fully 

human and fully divine, one person in two natures, 

without confusion and without change, without sep-

aration and without division”, just as the Bishops at 

Chalcedon declared. These ancient Bishops recog-

nized that we would be without hope if Jesus were 

either only human or only divine. Because Jesus is 

divine as well  as human,  they thought,  we have 

confidence that God does not stand at a distance 

from us,  but  has entered into  existence with us. 

Because Jesus is not God in a human being dis-

guise, but is fully human as well as divine, we have 

confidence  that  God  truly  understands  us  and 

loves us1.

I rather think that I have surprised and shocked 

you this Sunday. I  rather think that  you’ve never 

1 http://www.presbyterianmission.org/ministries/today/jesus/



heard a preacher say that Jesus could react as a 

man of His time, and that my saying it makes you 

uncomfortable. I can't apologize for that. There can 

be no growth without change, and there can be no 

change without discomfort.  The Superficial  Chris-

tian  avoids  discomfort  in  pursuit  of  a  sanitized, 

feel-good,  boutique,  therapeutic  spirituality  that 

makes no demands, calls for no sacrifice, asks for 

no conversion,  and entails  no battle  against  sin. 

The Superficial Christian seeks only to be soothed 

and affirmed, and so refuses to engage the ques-

tion of what it means that at one time, the Word of 

God took on flesh and walked among us as a man. 

God has prepared a table before us, groaning 

with the finest of  food and drink.  The Superficial 

Christian  sits  anxiously  at  the  table  and will  eat 

only white bread because the food before him is 

strange to him and might alarm him. Jesus isn't the 



comfortable concept of a perfect human being that 

you have held in your head from your childhood. 

Jesus is the Word of God made flesh. It is a spring 

of  very  deep  water.  One  who  drinks  from  this 

spring will never be thirsty. Such a one will never 

be satisfied with a sip from the spring, but will drink 

his fill.

AMEN



Optional parts of the readings are set off in square  
brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and 
Gospel lessons are from the New Revised Standard Ver-
sion Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian 
Education of the National Council of the Church of 
Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book 
of Common Prayer, 1979.


