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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 Jesus 

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 everything well; he even makes the 

deaf to hear and the mute to speak." 

We are presented with two healing stories today. I’ll simply say that the first story 
contains two miracles. The healing is the obvious one but the rebuke of Jesus for his 
reluctance to heal a non-Jew is probably the greater miracle1. The second miracle takes 
place in an area with many non-Jews so who knows whether the deaf mute man was 
Jewish. But this story is probably preserved because it gives a magic word, Ephphatha, 
that healers could use, or attempt to use, in healings2. 

The Syrophoenician woman stands for anyone who does not fit in in the society 
we live in. So the mentally ill, the addicted and especially those of color do not fit in in 
much of Fairfield County. They are this woman for white people like me. I live in 
Westport, a notoriously segregated community, sharing a county with the majority 
minority cities of Norwalk and Bridgeport3. As I believe I’ve shared with you, for 22 
years I ran an agency in Westport that worked with homeless people. By the time of my 
retirement our greatest focus was on providing permanent supportive housing, in 
Westport, to the formerly homeless. Few of the individuals and families living in this 

                                                           
1 This is one of the important differences between John and the Synoptics. In John Jesus is always the initiator and 

never in doubt much less rebuked. In the Synoptics Jesus is frequently surprised. 
2 In Mark 5:41 Jesus says Ταλιθα κουμ, Talitha koum when healing the daughter of the Synagogue Leader. In 

today’s Gospel the deaf man is healed and Jesus says Εφφαθα, ephphatha. In John 9:1-12 Jesus instructs a blind man 

to wash in the Pool of Siloam. We believe these words (and actions) were preserved and believed to have healing 

power. Others would use them in healing. There is no record of them working when used by others and we only 

know of these few instances in which words are remembered. In both cases the words are practical and the action of 

washing is simply a symbol.  
3 Stamford is just majority white non-Hispanic.  
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housing had ever lived in Westport and most were minorities. When we opened the 
programs they were controversial and I encountered opposition from those who 
believed we should only provide services to people who are from Westport4, which 
means white children of Westport residents. Fortunately none of the programs are 
controversial today but doing a new project would be. In Westport there is no NIMBY. 
In Westport it’s BANANA, Build Absolutely Nothing Anywhere Near Anyone. Effectively 
it means do nothing for people who don’t look like us. Many successful Americans 
believe in a meritocracy. Many believe that “I earned my way to Fairfield County and if 
you can’t earn your way then you don’t belong”. This is of course a false belief. Fairfield 
County is the home of the financially fortunate or those who chose their parents well. It 
is a wonderful place to live and I have been here for a long time, since 1985. But racism 
is a reality. Nevertheless my agency fulfilled its mission in large part because we had the 
strong support of most of the religious community. I have found in my own life that 
discrimination can be overcome, but it is never easy. We provided permanent housing in 
Westport to people who didn’t look like most of the families who live in Westport. I was 
very proud of this and the community was too, at least until I sought to open another 
housing unit. My society, white society, has to continuously encounter the 
Syrophoenician woman. 

Today’s Gospel also raises the question of “What is the place of miracles in 
today’s church?” I could talk about miracles happening to individuals, as is the case in 
the healing stories of this morning’s Gospel. I did some of that last week. The miracle I 
wish to examine, to continue the theme of the Syrophoenician woman is acceptance of 
people of color in our very white denomination. 

This is my last Sunday with you, I was first here in early May, and I would have to 
be blind not to have noticed that there are Black and white members of this 
congregation. 

This is good because it means that here at least you are not part of what is 
frequently described as the most segregated hour of the week. In most churches in this 
country Blacks worship with Blacks, and their churches are strong; Hispanics worship 
with Hispanics and their churches are strong; and whites worship with whites, and our 
churches are failing. 

We need a miracle to achieve racial harmony, but it isn’t easy to imagine how this 
will happen. So I hope you’ll indulge me if I reflect on my experience in the first church 
where I was rector. 

I am a firm believer in apocalyptic. That is I am a firm believer in the reality of 
evil in this world. Evil exists even within the church. Perhaps especially within the 
church. Scott Peck, in his book The People of the Lie5 asserted that the truly evil hide 
within the church. He believes, and so do I, that the truly good and the truly evil go to 
church. They are not the whole church but they are in our midst. 

When in 1979 I went to my first parish as rector, Accokeek, Md, in Southern 
Prince Georges County, Maryland I assumed I was moving to an area like where I grew 
up in South Jersey. I was wrong. Southern Maryland was occupied territory during the 
Civil War. It wanted to secede. It was slave holding. Blacks have always been part of 

                                                           
4 Even determining who is from Westport is controversial. I grew up in South Jersey but I’ve lived in Westport for 

decades. Am I from Westport? Do those who live in subsidized housing count as living in Westport? Or those who 

grew up in Westport but left but are now in need, even after decades, from Westport? 
5 The only book he wrote sober. 
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Southern Maryland Episcopal Churches6 since they were compelled to go to church with 
their owners. Christ Church, Accokeek, had a slave balcony. Pictures from the 19th 
century, the church was founded in 1698, show a carriage entrance for whites and a 
separate entrance for slaves leading directly to the balcony7. To this day if you look out 
the window over the altar you see a gravestone for Dr. Samuel Mudd, the doctor who 
treated John Wilkes Booth when he was fleeing Ford Theater after assassinating 
Lincoln8. 

I went to college in North Carolina in the 60s. I knew about discrimination but I 
thought that by 1979 it was a distant memory. The choir now sat in the balcony. The 
slave entrance had been replaced with a window. Everyone sat in the nave. 

However, I learned of a truly evil practice done to one of my predecessors in the 
40s. I learned of it because in my effort to recruit acolytes I had recruited the son and 
daughter of a Black family. They were naturals as acolytes. They loved the ritual, came to 
all of the acolyte training sessions and showed up on time. One of them became the head 
acolyte in two years and trained all of the new acolytes. But the first Sunday he served as 
acolyte his grandmother was in tears. Seeing him at the altar with me was the first time 
in her life she had seen a Black person behind the altar rail at any time except to run the 
vacuum cleaner. I had not known that I was setting a precedent, but I was. 

She told me a story confirmed later by the former rector’s widow. In the 40s the 
rector, this woman’s husband, was distributing communion, and the Black members of 
the congregation came forward to receive. It was the custom in the parish since slave 
holding days that the Blacks received after the whites. However, unbeknownst to 
anyone, one white parishioner had dozed off and missed coming forward with the other 
whites. The Blacks were scrupulous in observing this custom, and wouldn’t come 
forward when even one white person was at the rail. The sleepy white man awoke, saw 
that the Blacks were at the rail, and that he would have to receive the chalice after a 
Black had used it, and was furious. 

I don’t know whether he indeed received communion that Sunday. But I do know 
that he began an effort to fire the rector for the effrontery done to him. Fortunately he 
was unsuccessful. Even in Southern Maryland, in the 40s, it was apparent that overt 
segregation was on the way out. But the rector had a very rough tenure. He would not 
apologize for what he had done, even though neither he nor the Blacks had intended to 
upset the status quo. Racism persisted just some expressions of it were no longer 
sanctioned. When I arrived 30 years later there were no Black vestry members, no Black 

                                                           
6 Episcopalians have always been a minority in Southern Maryland. The area is majority Catholic so most of the 

Black families in the area are Catholic and were compelled when their ancestors were slaves to worship in Catholic 

churches. 
7 I haven’t been back to my father’s childhood church in decades, St. Bartholomew’s, Pittsboro, NC, but when I was 

last there in 1991 I went into the slave balcony and the remnants of the hooks the slaves were chained to were still 

there. I was there for dedication of a window in memory of my father. Since then St. Bart’s has had a Black lesbian 

rector so it has moved on but the remnants of the slaveholding era remain. She is no longer rector but she was there 

for a number of years. 
8 When I was rector the church was very liberal. I left in 1985. My successor lasted until 1998 when he took early 

retirement for a disability. He said frequently that the conservatives made his life a living hell. In May 2021 Christ 

Church, Accokeek reached an understanding with its diocese and left the Episcopal Church for the Anglican Church 

in North America. It bought the property from the diocese for $1. I referred to this in my May 2 and June 13 

sermons which I preached here. In the text on May 2 and a footnote on June 13. Obviously the departure of a church 

I was invested in has affected me. 
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acolytes, and no Black altar guild members. The parish had had Black members since its 
founding in 1698, but they were second class Christians. I did what was unthinkable 30 
years before. It didn’t solve any problems but it was a start. 

I don’t know what if any healing St. John’s needs and it would be presumptuous 
and ridiculous to speculate. I do hope that you have received it and will continue to 
receive it. 

Keep in mind the confrontation with the Syrophoenician woman, a gentile. She 
had the gospel, Jesus didn’t. She converted him. Christianity has no room for racial 
animus if we are to be Christian, yet racial animus lives in many so-called Christian 
churches. I assume you have healed from the obvious problems of racism. I hope that 
that issue is not a live one here. But it is obviously one in our country. We can’t listen to 
the fury over the teaching of Critical Race Theory or CRT without realizing that racism is 
alive and well and code words do exist that mean that some of us, people who look like 
me, are privileged while people who don’t look like me, aren’t. I only know of CRT 
because conservatives are opposing it. Judging by those who reject it then it must be on 
to the truth. As long as racism is true we can never be a whole and healthy people. We 
cannot be fully Christian. White people are afraid that we are not only losing our 
numerical advantage but our entitled racial one as well. The point of CRT is not to make 
white children ashamed of being white. The point as I imperfectly understand it is to 
open up a conversation about the privileges white people unconsciously assume are our 
birthright and to figure out how to erase them. 

One of my favorite New Yorker Cartoons shows Buddha and Jesus sitting on a 
cloud. Buddha says that he wished he’d laid down the law that there could be no images 
of him in Buddhism. He was tired of being depicted as a jolly fat guy. Jesus said you 
think you have problems, for nearly 2,000 years I’ve been depicted as WHITE! 

In today’s Gospel Jesus first heals a foreigner, someone who didn’t look like him 
and could be compared to a dog and then a deaf-mute, someone whom everyone knew 
was cursed. The Gospel in its entirety is about recognizing that Jesus cared, although at 
times he had to be prompted, for those who weren’t the majority. Those of us who are in 
the majority, can either be like Jesus or abandon him. There is no middle way. The 
healing we need is to realize that all of us, regardless of race, economic condition or 
physical ability, are people for whom Christ died and we are all in need of grace to live. 
None of us earned our color, our parents, our childhood home or our disabilities. We 
were given them. We need to be healed so that we give opportunities to everyone to be 
the child and person God created each of us to be. 


