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Isaiah 35:4-7a, Psalm 146, James 2:1-10, 14-17, Mark 7:24-37 
 

The month of May seems sooooo long ago.  So much has happened between the end of May 

which was the one-year mark of the murder of George Floyd and now.  It was in May that we 

spoke the words of lament and promise in the Covenant to Root Out Racism.  There were 11 

laments and 17 covenant statements, far too many to remember or digest at once.  We gave voice 

to the laments and the covenant words but we would be mistaken if we thought we were finished.  

“We lament the resounding silence and the crippling fear that often infects the Church in matters 

of racial reconciliation and social justice.” 

 

The title, the Covenant to Root out Racism is apt.  If I have learned anything about weeding, it is 

that unless you pull up the roots, the weeds come back.  It’s not simply the main root either, it’s 

all those small, white, feeder roots.  Miss just one and the dandelion comes back, in some cases 

stronger still.  

 

 If we are honest, we admit that when we try to root out a long-standing behavior, a societal way 

of thinking, an unconscious prejudice, we know that unless we bring to light all of these roots 

and overcome them, the weeds grow back.  It’s why laws, good and necessary as they are, can 

never completely change systemic racism.  We may be forced to act in a certain way but unless 

our minds and hearts are changed and we act differently by choice, we will still live with racism 

in some form. 

 

Let’s be clear about terms.  A lament as we are using it is defined as the feeling of loss, of 

sorrow or regret, expressed in a concrete or physical way.  Lament implies that we who offer it 

want to change.  A covenant is a binding agreement, often between God and human beings.  In 

this case when we take seriously the Covenant to Root out Racism, we are entering into a 

binding agreement to fulfill our baptismal obligation to love our neighbor as ourselves, all of our 

neighbors, all of those whom God loves. Every one. 

 

Because promises to God are important, from time to time I propose to take up portions of the 

lament and covenant statements for our consideration.  Today ‘s Epistle and Gospel both speak 

to these statements in important ways.   

The Letter of James makes a familiar st 

atement, one that has been at the heart of theological debate for centuries.  “So faith by itself, if it 

has not works, is dead.” I will not wander into the theological thicket of the debate between faith 

and works here.  Instead, I would point to the German theologian Dorothy Sollee.  Faith is seen 

as having component parts.  The first part is what we commonly speak of as belief. Another way 

to describe this first component of faith is as trust in God.  This trust in God is a gift from the 

Creator to each of us and when we accept faith, we put our trust in God.  We can stop there if we 

choose and go no further, but if we do so, our faith is incomplete.  It is what  Paul and other 

biblical writers describe as faith that is weak.   

 

 The second component of faith is praxis.  Praxis is a Greek word often used in theology 

to speak of the putting something into practice. Praxis is taking our trust in God, to the next 

level, things which strengthen our trust in God.   Praxis is why we are gathered here this 



morning.  Scripture, community, sacrament, are all part of praxis.  Our actions, how we live in 

the rest of our lives in the light of our faith is the third component of that faith.  And so, one way 

of thinking about the statement in the letter of James is to realize that a full and mature faith 

involves trust in God, the movement of that trust to practice and finally to our actions in the 

world.  What James may be saying, or at least what I hear in the letter is that the faith I exhibit by 

prayer, being part of a community of faith,  and sacrament is only part of the story.  When I walk 

out the door this morning if what I have prayed, the sacrament I have received, and the 

community that has supported me, does not inform my actions for the rest of the week, then my 

faith is in some sense “dead”.   

 

 Like so many things theological, so many things of God, this too is a circle.  We have 

faith, trust in God.  That trust comes with certain practices, prayer, sacrament, confession, 

absolution community.  Those practices inform and perhaps change the way we respond to the 

world as we leave this place. But the cycle doesn’t end there.  When we act in the world, we are 

brought to trust God for the outcome, we return to the place where our practice is nurtured and 

our trust strengthened.  Then we are sent out into the world to respond yet again to what we find 

there, perhaps in a deeper or more insightful way. 

 

Are you by now wondering if I’ll ever get back to the specifics of the Covenant to Root out 

Racism?  Now is the time.  To do so I would like to look at the rather shocking response of Jesus 

to the Syrophoenician woman. “Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the 

children’s food and throw it to the dogs.”   The Syrophoenicians were descendants of the 

Canaanites.  Remember when Moses brought the Israelites to the edge of the Land of Promise, 

Joshua led them into that land, taking it by force.  It was not vacant land.  The taking of it was 

bloody, men women and children were slaughtered.  The Israelites took the land of the 

Canaanites violently.  So, centuries later the woman who presents herself to Jesus with a plea for 

her daughter is an ancient enemy.  She is part of the underclass, the oppressed, the defeated. 

“We covenant to stand up and speak out against everyday micro and macro acts of oppression or 

aggression.”  Could this be a moment when we see Jesus as truly human, with responses and 

actions often just like our own? It does not make the Jesus we know as Christ less divine, but 

perhaps this glimpse of Jesus reacting as we might, gives us courage to look closely at our own 

responses when faced with those who are not like us and who seem to be threatening something 

we hold dear.  For that appears to be what is happening here.  When Matthew tells this same 

story, it includes Jesus saying that he was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel. It was 

that mission which he held to be all important, to the exclusion of all else.  

 

 Could this be a time when Jesus’ human faith moves beyond trust in God, through the 

practice expected of the one sent to the Jews to the action of expanding the ministry to include 

the whole world, Jew and Gentile alike?  If so, the Syrophoenician woman is prophetic, and an 

instrument of change.  She brings Jesus to a new and wider understanding of what is possible and 

who is included in God’s kingdom.   

 

“We covenant to listen to and to validate the stories, experiences and feelings of People of Color 

as companions along the journey, valuing those experiences as being sacred.”  Jesus in his 

interaction with the woman and her plea may have found that he had lost sight of the radical 

purpose for which he had been sent.  Not to the Jews only but to all people.   



 

 Racism is an ugly word, a word we don’t want to think about in connection with the way 

in which we are in the world.  This scripture can cause us to wonder if perhaps there is rooted 

deep within us, within our memory, our culture, our society, ways in which we deny the call of 

God to love our neighbors as ourselves.  Not, perhaps overtly, or even consciously but still 

existing like those little white feeder roots.   I find it in myself.  In the way I respond, in the 

words I unconciously use, I find it in the knowledge of history that I do not see or that I choose 

to ignore. I find it in a fear of what admitting any of this might cost me.  

 

 The interaction of the Syrophonecian woman and Jesus is for me both prophetic and 

converting.  It is a moment where I have the opportunity to live into the wholeness of my faith.  

A moment when I can move beyond trust to the acknowledgement of the practice that such trust 

engenders and then to action in the world.  It is a moment when I realize that I will never be 

done, but will return in faith to trust, practice and yet again to action.   

 

 “We covenant to invite all members of our faith communities to reflect about and seek a 

better understanding of racism and privilege.  We covenant to preach about and pray together for 

an end to racism and white supremacy, not to bring down people of European descent but to lift 

all others up.” 

 

 “Let us go forth into the world, rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 


