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Perhaps you remember the mother who used her own personal tragedy to 
point out the need to end the cruel injustice of segregation in the South caused by 
Jim Crow laws. A mother who shared her grief and what she learned from her loss 
and by doing so helped bring about the Civil Rights Act. That may sound like a lot 
of change to attribute one woman, a mother, but that is the legacy of Mamie Till 
Mobley. 

 Mamie Till was born in Mississippi, but her family moved to the Chicago 
area when she was still pretty young, as her parents wanted their daughter to 
grow up in a different racial climate than the Jim Crow segregated South. In 
Chicago she met and married her first husband, and father of her only child, 
Emmett Till. When he was 14 years old, Mamie put her son on a train bound for 
Mississippi so he could spend some of his summer vacation with family who still 
lived there. She said he loved his cousins and enjoyed getting out of the city for a 
few weeks. That was the last time she saw her son alive. 

 Maybe you remember the tragedy; on August 28, 1955 Emmett was 
kidnapped, severely beaten, then murdered. His body was thrown into the 
Tallahatchie River, where it was found 3 days later. Two men were arrested and 
charged with his abduction and murder, however they were acquitted of the 
crime. Later they confessed, stating their reason for killing Emmett was that he 
spoke inappropriately to a white woman.  

 His mother was not only devastated by the loss of her son; she was brought 
face to face with the cruelty and injustice of segregation.  Her bold response was 
to have an open casket funeral for her son, and allowed photographs of his body 
to be published in newspapers and magazines so that the entire nation, black and 
white, could see what she believed the prejudice of segregation had done to her 
son.  As a result, the entire nation not only grieved with Mamie Till, they paid 
attention to what she said.  One quote from her was and is still today especially 
powerful: “Two months ago I had a nice apartment in Chicago. I had a good job.  

 



I had a son. When something happened to the Negroes in the South, I said: ‘That’s 
their business, not mine.’ Now I know how wrong I was. The murder of my son 
has shown me that what happens to any of us, anywhere in the world, had better 
be the business of us all.” 

 By making the murder and miscarriage of justice of her son Emmett so very 
public, Mamie Till helped inspire a deeper dedication in ending segregation, and 
many historians credit her son’s death as influencing activists like Medgar Evers, 
Martin Luther King Jr., and President Kennedy, and helped bring about the signing 
of the Civil Rights Act, ending, at least legally, Jim Crow and racial segregation. It 
was a monumental moment in the history of our country. 

  A moment inspired by change. The change that happened in Mamie Till, 
the mother who stood before a nation mourning her son and at the same time 
mourning her own lack of involvement in working to make the nation more equal 
for all people. Her change inspired people of all races to take a more active 
interest in the civil rights movement, and shows that change can happen, one 
person at a time. 

 Mamie Till reminds me of another mother, the one we heard about in our 
Gospel today. The mother who fell at Jesus’ feet and begged him to heal her 
daughter.  

 Like Mamie Till’s story, our Gospel today can be a difficult one to hear. In 
part, because we might not like what we see when it comes to how Jesus 
responded to this mother’s desperate plea for child. Or we might not understand 
the terminology Jesus was using in his response. 

 To help us understand this part of Mark’s Gospel, we need to back up a bit 
and pay attention to a few things: for starters where Jesus was. We read that 
Jesus had gone into the region of Tyre. This might not mean much to you and me, 
but Mark’s audience would have understood Jesus was in Gentile territory, and 
not just any Gentile region, but at the time of the writing of Mark many Jews 
regarded the people of Tyre to be their enemy.  

 We might wonder what Jesus was doing there, especially if it was enemy 
territory. All we have to go on is Mark’s reference that he was trying to avoid 
attention. Perhaps he was trying to rest, maybe he was tired from all the teaching 
and healing. Maybe he was avoiding the Pharisees and other religious leaders 
who were giving him a hard time. It is hard to say exactly why, all we are told is he 
didn’t want to be bothered. 



 Which we heard didn’t work. A woman found out where he was. We are 
told twice this woman was not Jewish: she was a Gentile, a Syrophoenician. We 
are not told her name, only that she was a mother and she was not afraid to 
approach a Jewish man who she obviously believed could help her daughter. 

 This is not the first time we’ve encountered someone who came to Jesus 
asking him to heal their sick child. We’ve seen it before, and in those cases, Jesus 
always said yes and healed the child. But not this time. This time Jesus said no. 
And not only did he say no, he used some pretty harsh sounding words. 

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

 This sentence of Jesus’ might sound confusing to our modern ears. It needs 
to be broken down a bit. First, we need to remember dogs in the times of the 
New Testament were not the beloved pets they are for many of us today. Dogs 
were not beloved members of the family. Instead, dogs were mostly wild, 
scavengers that hung out near cities and towns fighting over scraps. They were 
not viewed as beneficial in any way to people or communities.  

 Calling a person or people dogs was not a term of affection. It was a mean 
slur. In Jesus’ day, it was a common racial slur. 

 Does that mean Jesus called this mother who came to him for help a dog? I 
am afraid it does. It was a cruel thing to say.  

 Many scholars and commentators have tried to soften this for us over the 
years. It can be deeply troubling for us to hear Jesus, the Son of God, to speak this 
way to anyone. It is not the comforting image of Jesus we are used to or go 
looking for. But maybe it isn’t right to try to make Jesus what we want Jesus to be. 
Maybe the Mystery of the Incarnation, the Mystery of God becoming human, the 
belief we have that Jesus is fully human and at the exact same time God, is more 
complex. 

 Maybe we might wonder why Jesus would say such harsh words to this 
Gentile.  

 The long standing traditional view of the Messiah held by the Jews was that 
the Messiah would indeed eventually redeem the whole world, but not before he 
first redeemed the nation of Israel, who were God’s chosen people. The people 
God called ages and ages ago to be a light to the rest of the world, showing the 
world what God is like in order to draw all people to God. The belief was that the 



Messiah was going to be the one who would make that possible, but first, God’s 
people were in need of being reconciled or restored to God. As a faithful Jew, that 
is what Jesus would have been raised to understand, and that is what Jesus was 
talking about when he said the children were to be fed first. He may have 
understood his mission that way and believed he had to live into that. The 
Gentiles were not necessarily exempt from God’s love and mercy, it was just that 
they were going to have to wait a bit longer for Jesus to complete his mission. 

 Which is what makes the woman’s response so remarkable. Because she 
reminded Jesus of that greater vision of God’s redemption. The dogs, she 
reminded him, do get to eat the food that isn’t eaten.  Her response shows she 
wasn’t asking for a mission to the Gentiles, she was asking for Jesus to do what he 
could. She didn’t want the banquet, just a taste. We might say her response was: 
Eventually everyone will be at the same table, eating the same food, so what did 
it matter if her daughter got some of it now? 

 Then something amazing happened. Something that happens nowhere else 
in any Gospel, only here, in this one story in Mark. Jesus changed.  

 Jesus did what he said he would not do. Jesus listened to the woman, a 
mother who asked for healing for her daughter who reminded him of God’s larger 
plan and in that moment, in her words, Jesus saw a greater mission for himself. 

 Not only did he heal the woman’s daughter, he healed the man in the other 
story in our Gospel today, a man who was also a Gentile.  

 There might be some who are troubled by Jesus changing. As the Son of 
God, we might like to believe Jesus should have it all worked out and be so certain 
and so sure of how he should respond no matter the situation.  

 But maybe the message that Jesus himself changed is the Good News we 
need the most today. Because maybe that means some changes are Christ-like. 

 A few days ago, I received an email reminding me that at General 
Convention this summer, the Convention voted to make today a special day, 
where the entire Episcopal Church would stand with our brothers and sisters at 
Mother Emmanuel Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, South Carolina to 
state our commitment to end racism.  This is of course in response to the too 
many tragedies we’ve seen in our country that point to the continued systemic sin 
of racism. And is something we at Good Shepherd definitely want to be a part of.  
And is something we at Good Shepherd definitely want to be a part of. Yet as 



more than one person has said, even if every parish in the country preaches an 
end to racism today, it will not do the job, especially since it seems worship time 
looks pretty segregated. 

 And that is true. Because, it is also true that as difficult as it can be to 
change laws, it is still easier to change laws than people’s minds and hearts when 
it comes to racism, or for that matter sexism, classism, or any other “ism” you can 
think of. 

 Maybe the hope for today is that all the” isms” that separate us; that cause 
us to look upon one another with contempt instead of love, will one day end not 
in one grand moment, but in the change that happens one person at a time.  

 There is another tradition of the Bible about change and God. It goes back 
to Abraham, and the people who walked closely with God. Sometimes, God would 
tell Abraham, or Moses God was going to wipe out a city or a whole generation 
because God was upset by the way the people were living. And in response, 
Abraham or Moses asked God not to, and God listened, and did not do what God 
said God was going to do. In those stories, God listened, and God showed God’s 
self for who God really is: merciful and forgiving. Maybe that is why Jesus listened 
to the Syrophoenician woman, because she reminded him of that tradition. 

 We might ask ourselves what the Syrophoenician woman, Mamie Till, and 
even our own General Convention might be saying to us today, what Christ-like 
change they might be challenging us to make.  Not just a few changes to our 
liturgy, but changes each one of us might make in our lives to better reflect the 
Love and Mercy of God to all people. 

 Change that starts when we listen; listen to those who are oppressed and 
have the courage to face the truth that the situation exists. This one act can open 
the door to change; a door we can walk through when we examine how we do or 
do not contribute to that reality. Once we’ve done that, we can decide, decide if 
we will continue or do something different. Something that might not be as 
courageous as Mamie Till or miraculous as Jesus, but just as honest, just as loving, 
just as just. The choice, and the change, is up to us, which is how God’s Kingdom 
is possible and comes to be. 


