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August 17th 2008  

Fifteen Seconds of Fame
Reading:  Mark 7: 24-30

It’s the middle of August – peak holiday time. Many of us have just been away or are about to go. What do you like to do on holiday? Sit on a beach and get sunburnt? Swim in the sea? Go camping? Or are you hearty and do 20 mile walks every day?

Now that I’m well and truly into middle-age I love doing restful things like browsing in bookshops. I usually start with the sports section then move on to biographies. Sometimes the two combine. I see for instance that both Andy Murray and Lewis Hamilton have written their autobiographies – a little early, I’d have thought as they’re both still well under 25. Incidentally I see there’s a new biography published about Eric Liddell, the great Christian athlete, who was made famous by the film Chariots of Fire. 
Most biographies are about famous people, people whose gifts or courage or abilities we envy. They are heroes. And in our reading today we see a glimpse of one of my heroes. It’s not a biography but only a tiny snapshot. Not, actually, about a hero but about a heroine. A woman whose determination has got herself included in two of the most famous books ever written and whose words are quoted churches across the World every Sunday, 2,000 years after she died. Andy Warhol once said “Everyone is famous for 15 minutes”. This woman’s time in the spotlight lasted only 15 seconds but she certainly made it count. What a heroine she turned out to be.
If we use our imagination we can easily put flesh on to the bones of this story. It’s not surprising why the woman did what she did. Mark, the gospel writer, gives her no name so, for convenience, let’s call her Jane. She’s a Gentile and lives near Tyre, a beautiful port just north of the border with Israel. She’s married to Mike. But they have a soul-destroying problem. Their daughter has fits of furious anger when she lashes out at everything and everyone, including herself. Food gets thrown. There are holes in the walls and doors where she’s kicked them. Any sharp objects have to be hidden. In the night she wakes up screaming and shouting. Her noise disturbs the neighbours. They blame Mike and Jane for not disciplining her. But her problem is beyond them. She’s possessed. She’s only small but when she’s in one of her rages Jane can only just handle her. 
Mike and Jane have taken her to all the doctors and medical experts. They offer pills and potions but nothing has any effect. Her behaviour is wearing her parents down. They’re not getting any sleep. They are desperate.
Early one morning, for a change, all is quiet in the house. So Mike decides he’ll give himself a break. He gets up and plays 18 holes at the local Tyre and Sidon Golf Club. In the bar afterwards  the conversation turns to football - whether there would, in fact, be any English speaking players in the Arsenal side that season! Out of the blue, one of his playing partners mentions that the mysterious miracle worker who’s sparked so many headlines over the border in Israel has been seen in their neighbourhood. Immediately Mike leaves his beer on the bar and rushes home to Jane. Breathlessly he tells her what he’s heard. 
“We must find him,” she cries. “We’re going through a living hell. Our daughter will kill us both. We must do something.” With that she rushes out of the house leaving Mike to look after the child.

Into the street she goes asking anyone where this miraculous man is. They know nothing. She goes further afield. She comes upon a house where there seems to be a lot of activity – is it a party? “What’s going on?” she asks. “Oh, it’s this Jewish healer. He’s popped over the border to get some rest. He’s surrounded by his friends and disciples.  He’s impossible to see.”
Jesus was indeed there. But he was tired and needed some time to himself. He was weary of arguing with the Pharisees. Every time he healed someone it drained him of energy. He was looking forward to a couple of days’ relaxation.

In her determination to see him Jane elbowed her way through the front door. Beyond the backs of large men crowded into this house she caught sight of him. He was unmistakeable. As one commentator has it; “wherever Jesus moves something of his glory shines through and compels people to flock to him.”

Jane was exhausted but somehow she squeezed past the men and fell at Jesus’ feet. The room which had been so full of noise, hustle and bustle, suddenly fell completely silent. “Sir,” she gasped “please help me. My daughter is demon-possessed”. 
And she received a totally dispiriting answer, “I’ve only come to help Jewish people, not Gentiles”. Now Jesus was brilliant at using illustrations from situations around him – a farmer sowing, the birds of the air, a lamp on a stand. Could this be the case here? Maybe in the corner of the room there were children eating at a table. They were making a mess with bits of bread, cake and jelly dropping to the floor. And there, under the table were the domestic dogs of the house, gratefully gobbling up the fall-out. Jesus glances across the room at this scene. He addresses Jane again: “First let the children eat all they want. It’s not right to take the children’s bread and toss it to the dogs.” In other words, miracles are for Jews only, not for outsiders.
But Jane was a determined lady. She wasn’t going to be fobbed off that easily. And in a moment of brilliant inspiration she replies, “Yes, Lord, but even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs”.

If ever Jesus was taken aback in his life on earth this must have been it! By her answer she has shown him 3 wonderful things about herself. 
First, her courage. How brave of her to intrude into a house full of men. (Women were very much second-class citizens in those days). How brave of her to face possible rejection. How brave of her to challenge his authority. 
Second , her humility. How humble of her to throw herself at his feet. How humble of her to admit as a Gentile, that she didn’t deserve anything. How humble of her to just ask for a crumb. 
Third, her faith. Her faith showed in what she did. She acted as soon as she heard there might be hope for her child. She did all in her power to attract Jesus’ attention. She believed that all she needed was just a word, a crumb, from this great man and all would be well.
No wonder he was impressed. And what an inspiration she is to all of us here who are parents. James and Kate have just become parents. What a difference it’s made to their lives. They now have little Evie to look after. And there’s nothing they wouldn’t do for her. If she was ill and the only doctor who could treat her was in New Zealand I’ve no doubt they’d save up and take her there. Jane was the same way. There’s nothing she wouldn’t have done. 
But what sort of man did she spend her 15 seconds of fame with? He was a man with authority. In the previous chapter he declared all foods clean. For thousands of years the Jews had rules about what they could and couldn’t eat. He changed all that in an instant. What authority. Here, with Jane, he shows his authority again. He does what no Jewish rabbi would think of doing and breaks his own rules of only ministering to Jews.
(It’s interesting that Mark, who is writing this gospel well after Jesus’ death, quotes him as saying ”First, let the children eat all they want”. With hindsight, Mark knows that with the coming of the Holy Spirit, men and women of all nations would become Christians, but while Jesus was alive his ministry was only to Jews).
So, along with his authority, we also see his mercy. How he reached across the racial barrier and had pity on this  woman and her family. Earlier I mentioned that she appears in 2 of the most famous books in the world. These are the gospels of Matthew and Mark. And 1500 years later when Thomas Cranmer was writing the Prayer Book he mulled over the attitude we should have as we come to the Communion Table. He remembered this woman and came up with these words we know so well: “We are not worthy so much as to gather up the crumbs under your table.” And then, “but your nature is always to have mercy.” 
Jane came to Jesus desperate, trembling and humble. He responded with mercy.  

So, at first hand, Jane saw his authority, and his mercy. 
Lastly she saw his power. This story is unique. In Mark it’s the only time Jesus healed without the ill person actually being there. One word from him and the little girl is made well again – from miles away. What power!
Jane hurries home. Mike’s at the front door waiting. “I saw him” she cries.                                       
 “I knew you had,” he replies, “and I’ll bet it was half an hour ago”.                                                               “How do you know?”                                                                                                                                                “Because 30 minutes ago our little one came out of her room, put her arms around me and said ‘I love you, Daddy’. And there was a big smile on her face. She’s never done that before. She’s a different person.”
James and Kate, you’ve done something that Jane couldn’t do. You’ve brought Evie in person to Jesus. It’s the best thing any parent can do for a child.
You see, Christianity isn’t a religion. It’s not about mystical rituals or incantations; not about doing your best. Christianity is a personal relationship with Jesus. Her little girl wouldn’t have been healed if Jane hadn’t gone out and found Jesus personally. She met him and her life was changed for ever. Many people in this church can say the same. Bringing Evie here this morning doesn’t make her a Christian. But it gives her the key to make a decision in later life to get to know Jesus and follow him. There’s nothing in the world that can beat that. 
That’s all we know about Jane. Just these few words in the gospels. She and her family must never have forgotten this incident and I wonder how many times she would have told her story to others from then on. How she would talk about the look in Jesus’ eyes, the authority in his words, the mercy that he showed and the power of his command. 
We can see clearly, even after all these years how she changed the mind of the Son of God by her determination, humility and faith. What great use she made of her 15 seconds with the Saviour. What an inspiration. What a great heroine she is to us all.                                                                                 

