“The Audacity of a Mother’s Love”

Mark 7: 24-30

 We have come to one of the high, holy days in the church year – Mother’s Day. Of course, I’m only half speaking in jest. Ministers know this is an important day in the church even if we do not know quite what to do with it on a religious level.

 Robert Fulghum, a Unitarian-Universalist minister tells about a member of his church who came up to him, the Sunday before Mother’s Day and said:

 “Well Reverend, 'I'm bringing my MOTHER to church on MOTHER'S DAY, and you can talk about anything you want. But it had better include MOTHER, and it had better be GOOD!' (Robert Fulghum, It Was on Fire When I Lay Down on It. p. 100)

Some people in the church take their Mother’s Days pretty seriously! And perhaps we should. One of the most extensive studies on faith development ever undertaken in America asked the question: “Who or what had the most influence on your religious faith?” And the #1 response was “my mother.” (National and International Religion Report, March 12, 1990). What would we as individuals; what would we as the church do without our mothers?

Dr. Tony Campolo is a well-known and highly-respected, inspirational speaker.  Over the last several years, Tony Campolo has spent much of his time traveling around the world on speaking tours.

Meanwhile, his wife, Peggy, has chosen to stay home and give herself and all that she has to the raising of their two children, Bart and Lisa. (Hmm, must be fans of The Simpsons!) On those rare occasions when Peggy does travel with Tony, she finds herself engaged in conversations with some of the most accomplished, impressive, influential, sophisticated people in the world.  

After one such trip, Peggy told Tony that sometimes as she visits with these powerful people… she finds herself feeling intimidated and sometimes even questioning her own self-worth.  Tony said to her:  "Well, honey, why don't you come up with something you could say when you meet people that will let them know that you strongly value what you do as a mother and you feel that it is dramatically, urgent and crucial and important.

Well, not long after that, Tony and Peggy Campolo were at a party… when a woman said to Peggy in a rather condescending tone, "Well, my dear, what do you do?"  Tony Campolo heard his wife say:

"I am nurturing two Homo Sapiens into the dominant values of the Judaeo-Christian tradition in order that they might become instruments for the transformation of the social order into the kind of eschatological utopia God envisioned from the beginning of time." 

And the other woman said:

"O, my!  I'm just a lawyer."                                                                               

(As told in a sermon by James W. Moore, “A Mother’s Love” at www.esermons.com)

And so today, on Mother’s Day, I’ve chosen a story from the Gospel of Mark that seemed fitting. It’s the story of one mother’s encounter with Jesus and it’s one of the most extraordinary stories in the all the Gospels. It’s one of the few in which a female character is granted a significant voice – a very loud and public voice; a voice that shows us the audacity of a mother’s love. (“The Face is Familiar: Remembering Unnamed Women in Scripture,”2003-2004 Horizons Bible Study by Louise, Mary and Sue Westfall, p.52)

Let’s review the story, now, and as we do, I would suggest to you that we can see this mother’s audacious love displayed in two ways. First of all in her…

…COURAGEOUS BOLDNESS

 Our story begins with Jesus retreating far from Galilee where he had been inundated with people in need. He heads north – far north – in fact, 100 miles north, into the Gentile territory of ancient Phoenicia, to the city of Tyre. This area was now in the Roman province of Syria, so it was referred to as Syrophonecia. Thus the reference to the woman in the story today as a “Syrophonecian.”

 Jesus, it seems, wished to remain anonymous. Perhaps he was tired and needed to recharge his batteries, worn out by his increasing popularity among the masses in Galilee. So he retreats to a place where he can rest. But his reputation as a healer precedes him and it’s not long before there’s a knock at the door of the home where he has lodged.

 It is one of the local women. And she proceeds to do something unseemly. She falls at the feet of Jesus and she begins to speak to him. She initiates a conversation with a Jewish rabbi, perhaps even touching him as she bows before him. Now this may not seem like something very radical to us, but let’s pause and consider the cultural mores of the time.

 In the Middle Eastern culture of that time a woman was expected to remain unobserved in public. Propriety forbade a woman even to speak to her husband in public. It was considered disgraceful for a woman to speak in public to a man who was not her husband. In fact, the only women who did were considered to be prostitutes. Now, I know that seems so foreign and backward to us in our cultural milieu, but in that time, what this woman did was a violation of many of the taboos of her society. What she has done is either foolhardy or…it is courageously bold. And course, we know it was the latter. Why? Because this woman is a mother! And what she does, she does out of audacious love!

 You see, she has a daughter who needs healing. Word about Jesus of Nazareth had come to her and as luck would have it, he was in town. She was not about to miss the opportunity to make her need known to the Healer. Taboos be damned, she would do what she must for the sake of her daughter! She has the audacious love of a mother! She casts protocol to the wind and convention aside. She exercises courageous boldness, because she is a mother.

 Isn’t that one of the characteristics of a mother’s love? It is boldly courageous when it comes to protecting and caring for her child.

A frazzled young mother locked her sick toddler in the car while she ran into the pharmacy to pick up an emergency prescription. You can guess what happened: She left the keys in the ignition. It was late at night, she didn’t have a cell phone, and the pharmacy had locked its doors and pulled down its metal shutters by the time she realized what she’d done. She could see her daughter through the windows, and could hear the sound of her crying. It drove her nearly frantic and she tearfully prayed for help. 

A few moments later, a young man walked past and turned to look at her in curiosity. “Can you help me?” she begged him desperately. “I’ve locked my keys in the car and my daughter is in there!” He nodded, and looked around the empty parking lot until he found an old coat hanger that he straightened. 

She had never seen anything like it — it was simply amazing how easily he got into her car. A quick look at the door and window, a couple of twists of the coat hanger and bam! Just like that, the door was open. 

When she saw the door open she threw her arms around him. “Oh,” she said, “the Lord sent you! You’re such a good boy. You must be a Christian!” 

He stepped back and said, “No ma’am, I’m not a Christian, and I’m not a good boy. I just got out of prison yesterday.” 

She jumped at him and she hugged him again — fiercely. “Bless the Lord!” she cried. “He sent me a professional!” (Leonard I. Sweet, Homiletics, September-October, 2006, p 18)

A mother’s audacious love can be displayed in courageous boldness! And notice that it can also be displayed in…

…HUMBLE PERSISTANCE

  I hope you noticed in this story that even though from the Jewish point of view this woman had three strikes against her – her gender, her ethnicity, and the fact that her daughter is demon-possessed – Jesus still speaks to her. Jesus isn’t bound by taboos either. He is willing to cross-boundaries to engage hurting people. But of course the first thing he says catches us off guard. The woman begs for her daughter to be made well. And Jesus says:

 “Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.”

 Did Jesus just insult this woman? Did he call her and her child a “dog?” In that day and time, Jews often referred to Gentile as “dogs.” And if Jesus has gotten into prejudicial name-calling, is this the Jesus we know? I’ll be honest with you; this is one of the most disturbing things in the Bible Jesus ever says because it sounds so out of character. 

Earlier in the Gospel of Mark, Jesus had made it clear that his first priority was to take the good news to the lost in Israel. But now he was in Gentile territory and he has the chance to offer the good news to an outsider. Will he withhold it because of prejudice and because it doesn’t fit into his evangelistic plan?

 It’s been noted by some biblical scholars that the word Jesus uses here for “dog” is different from the word usually used in reference to non-Jews. It is a word more akin to “puppy” or “household pet.” And maybe this courageously bold mom picks up on this and sees that there may be a soft-heart in this Jew. And so with humility and persistence she continues the dialogue with Jesus. Like an ankle-biter, she keeps persistently nipping at his heels In fact; she is pretty astute in her conflict management skills. She disarms Jesus by humbly agreeing with him:

 “Yes, Lord, you’re right. I’m a dog. But even the puppies, the household pets, get the scrapes that fall from the table.” (v. 28)

 And from what happens next, you can tell, Jesus likes this lady. She has chutzpah for a goyim! She’s brave, bright, and bold and she obviously loves her little girl. And so Jesus says to her:

“For saying that you may go – the demon has left your daughter.”(v.29)

And sure enough, when she gets home, her daughter is healed. And do you realize what has just happened? It is the only time it ever happens in the New Testament. Jesus is bested in an argument! (Westfall, p.50) And wouldn’t you just know that it would be by a mother!

In one of the classics of contemporary fiction, James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Cranley, the best friend of the book’s hero, Stephan Dedalus says to him: 

"Whatever else is unsure in this stinking dunghill of a world, a mother's love is not."


I realize that is not always the case with earthly mother’s, but when it is, it is an audacious love - a love reflective of the kind of love that God has for all of us…a love bold enough, courageous enough, persistent enough and humble enough to let go of pride and prejudice for the sake of one’s child.

 Happy Mother’s Day to you all!
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