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Year A, 11th Sunday after Pentecost (Proper 15) 
August 16, 2020 
The Reverend Dr. Brent Was 
 
 
 “Yes, Lord, yet...”  

That gospel reading... Did you follow it?  It is complicated, disappointing, even, confusing at 

the very least.  It does not portray the full Jesus that we love and worship, or does it? 

Jesus and His disciples are on the road when a woman accosted them.  “Have mercy on 

me...” she shouted, “...my daughter is tormented by a demon.”  She was Canaanite.  meaning that 

she was not one of them, not Jewish, she was Other, one Jews were to have nothing to do with.  

And our Lord and Savior, what did He do?  “...He did not answer her at all.”  Jesus? 

She must of kept it up, for the disciples went to Him, “Send her away, for she keeps 

shouting after us.”  You can picture it, right?  A distraught mother seeking help for a child isn’t 

easily put off.  And Jesus’ response?  “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”  

(read: not to people like her).  Jesus?   

She wouldn’t be brushed off.  She knelt before Him.  “Lord, help me.”  He doubled down 

on His refusal, saying “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.”  To be fair, 

the Greek word for dog here is in the diminutive, so it is “to the puppies,” which doesn’t seem as 

harsh as “to the dogs” but still, He is saying that what He has is for His people, not people like her.  

Jesus?!?   

And there, on her knees, she persisted,  “Yes, Lord, yet...”  “Yes... yet...”  Words for our 

times.  That is a rhetorical twist that doesn’t accuse, doesn’t shame the other, yet allows for another 

option, another way of seeing it, another truth to be spoken, and she spoke it.  And Jesus yielded, 

“Woman, great is your faith!  Let it be done as you wish.” And it was done for her as she wished, her 

daughter was healed, instantly.  Thank you, Jesus... 

This story is about the universality of Jesus Christ.  God’s grace is for all, and everyone in 

faith is welcome at God’s table. We always need that message, need to be reminded that God’s grace 

extends beyond us and people that look or talk or act, live, think, believe, vote like us.  As 

evolutionary biologists teach us, we haven’t actually evolved socially very much from our tribal 

roots.   

That reminder is always needed.  The lesson we especially need today, though, is less about 

the universal grace of God in Christ with the Holy Spirit, but the very specific graciousness of Jesus 

to this Canaanite woman.   
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Maybe Jesus was wrong at first.  He said that she wasn’t welcome and then He changed His 

mind.  That could be taken as reasonably heretical.  (Jesus can’t be wrong.)   

Maybe Jesus learned over the course of His interaction with the Canaanite woman.  (One of 

the commentators I reference was in heretical hot water over a sermon about Jesus learning because 

He is God, and doesn’t need to learn).   

Maybe Jesus is intentionally acting this all out, teaching His disciples (and us) through this 

interaction that He can change course when truth arises, when learning happens, when wisdom is 

gained.  Maybe He is demonstrating that we too can change (that we too must change) when we 

know better than we know now.   

I don’t know which it is, but this passage certainly teaches us that when we learn, that when 

wisdom and knowledge and truth is revealed to us, we must follow it, and not just keep to the path 

we have laid for ourselves.  Goodness. That really is a picture of divine graciousness, because there 

are few things harder for humans to do than to admit that we are wrong, and in that admission, 

change the direction of our lives, start doing something different than we had done before because 

now we know better.  Are you good at that?  Admitting that you were wrong and changing?  You 

know the old joke, how many priests/professors/lawyers/whatever-you-are-making-fun-of does it 

take to change a lightbulb?  Answer:  Change??? 

I watched “Hamilton” recently.  That’s Lin-Manuel Miranda’s musical about Alexander 

Hamilton.  I didn’t want to.  I actively didn’t want to.  You all don’t know me very well yet, but 

you’ll learn that I can be a bit snotty about literature and art.  Not so much about music, sorry Lorna 

and Carlton, but I have, for a long time had deep (and negative) feelings about musicals. Maybe I 

saw “Cats” at a developmentally fragile moment.  I don’t know.  I am sure I have said something 

about musicals being a low form of art.  God help me.  And something about it being wildly popular 

further put me off.  So a wildly popular musical?  I’d rather sip bleach, even if it won’t cure COVID.   

Yes, and yet... the three most important people in my life love “Hamilton.”  That is the only 

music we have heard for weeks at our house.  (That didn’t help me not wanting to watch it).  And 

they wanted me to watch it.  Really, really.  They begged, pleaded, cajoled... threatened is an 

exaggeration (probably).  Then we had a COVID exposure scare and were on quarantine so I really 

didn’t have an excuse, so we watched it.  When it ended, we talked about the show, and then over 

dinner discussed revolution and the corrupting nature of power, and the corrupting nature of 

jealousy, and wondering about the history behind the narrative, and with an I think appropriate 

amount of sheepishness, I admitted that I liked it.  That I loved it.  It is really great.  What a creative 
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tour de force.  It is complex, uplifting, helpful to our understanding of our republic.  I confessed 

that I was wrong.  I haven’t agreed to “Wicked,” but I did admit that I was wrong about this one. 

Now that is not a very important story.  I risked very little admitting to my wife and children 

that I was wrong about a play that I had not seen.  Admitting that we are wrong and changing 

course can be a much higher stakes game. 

 Dr. Anthony Fauci, the head of the Institute of Allergy and Infectious Disease, 

spoke to the House of Bishops recently.  In his remarks, he talked about the scientific process of 

accumulating knowledge.  You learn.  Keep on researching, learn more and revise,.  Science is 

constantly learning and revising what you thought you knew based on accumulated knowledge, on 

what you know now.   

Early on it wasn’t clear that COVID spread through the air via aerosols, it was all physical 

contact, right?  Touching things was bad.  Did you quarantine mail and groceries early on?  We did.  

It was all on the porch for a couple of days.  Masks weren’t important, maybe even they were bad 

because they gave us a false sense of confidence.  I know that was forever ago, like three months 

back, but you remember.  But that was then, this is now.  Research happened, learning continued, 

knowledge was gained, and we now know that the virus is airborne.  Distance and masks are critical 

to stop the spread of the virus.  Keep washing your hands, but more importantly avoid crowds, keep 

at least 6 feet away and wear a mask.   

But hold up one minute.  Imagine, if you will, that you really embraced the earlier knowledge 

that masks were not helpful, or were even harmful.  There are plenty of reasons someone could feel 

that; wearing masks everywhere is a huge change to how we conduct ourselves, present ourselves in 

the world.  Maybe, for whatever reason, you were vocal about that.  Facebook posts, Tweets, talking 

with friends and family, you know, going on record.  I don’t know, in this time of heightened 

emotion and tension, of heightened everything, we latch onto things.  We are human, we don’t 

always make sense.  But now we know something different. And depending on how strong you held 

those beliefs, it could be some heavy lifting to walk back what you have said before.  We have 

idioms for this: Eating crow.  Humble pie.  It is the emotional/spiritual version of the Sunk-Cost 

Fallacy in economics, that we keep investing in something, even though we know it is a bad 

investment, because we have invested so much into it already.  Is it that we can’t admit that we have 

been wrong?  Implies that we are always wrong?  That changing course negates who we are?  Flip-

flopping is a cardinal sin in politics (kind of makes learning and growing hard to do in the public 

sphere). 
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I heard an NPR report some time ago about how people are extremely loyal to their dentists.  

Actually, people seem to be most loyal to the dentists who cause the most pain because we can’t 

admit to ourselves that we let this person hurt us so much without good reason.  People might hate 

root canals, but they love their endodontist.   

Maybe you thought vaccines might be bad for kids, might be associated with autism.  When 

our girls were born there was a big study about that link.  (That study was later debunked and our 

girls are vaccinated).  But for a while there, there were a lot of feelings and beliefs.  Or maybe you 

thought a political figure was one thing, but as the scales fall away, or the curtains are pulled back, 

they are revealed as another.  But what if you have invested your credibility, your good name, with 

the idea that vaccines are terrible, or that one party or leader is not?  What if you have invested your 

heart, loyalty gets involved, or maybe your livelihood is tied into one direction or another?  Maybe 

you have made decisions based on your beliefs, and maybe relationships have been damaged or 

people have been harmed by those decisions or those beliefs.  And the worse you have done, the 

more harmful your beliefs, the more wrong you have been, like your dentist with a drill, the harder it 

is to walk away; the trickier it is to leave it behind; the more impossible it can seem to admit, “I was 

wrong.”  It is so hard to do that in South Africa, at the end of Apartheid, if folks just got up and 

admitted what they had done, were just truthful about the evil they had committed, they would not 

be prosecuted.  That is what the Truth and Reconciliation Commission was about.  Admitting 

wrong and not doing it any more. 

Jesus was going to leave this woman and her tormented daughter out.  He was clear.  And 

that wasn’t right.  And He changed course, He repented, praised her faith and healed her daughter.  

So must we. 

This is a moral issue, which makes it a spiritual issue.  It is an issue of humility.  First there is 

us, our own repentance, admitting our error and changing courses.  Pride is the enemy here.  No one 

likes to be wrong.  And while it certainly takes great strength of character to admit fault and resolve 

not to repeat it, doing that very thing is a source of great strength.  It is parallel to the incredible 

power of vulnerability (for more on that see Jesus on the Cross).  Exerting moral courage is 

empowering, and creates more courage (and more morality).   

So be it very practically (stop throwing good money after bad), or relationally (what is more 

important, your opinion or this relationship), or just simple propriety (admitting fault when you are 

wrong and changing path is just the proper so to do, so, to quote Phil Knight, Oregon’s favorite 

son, “Just Do It”).   I’ve been made fun of for changing course, I’ve baffled some military friends 
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(and lost some as friends) with knowledge I have now that I didn’t then, I’ve looked the fool, 

repeatedly, sometimes due to course changes.  There have been harder admissions of wrong 

thinking and doing, but usually, when I have changed course, the folks around me rarely gloat, keep 

most of their commentary to themselves, and are even glad to see me learn something new.  Really. 

And that brings us to the other side, one that relates to our public discourse right now.  “I 

told you so” stinks.  Backing people into rhetorical corners doesn’t work.  Arguing, fighting over 

ideas too often entrenches the combatants, and our pushing, our arguing with folks we disagree with 

can raise the cost of changing course until it can seem too high to pay.  The fight over masks and 

schools, shutdowns and stimulus packages, the veracity of science and issues of faith, Black Lives 

and Blue Lives, the Post Office...  who knew the Post Office could inspire passion?  The fights we 

have seen so far, I fear, are just a taste of the conflict to come as the election season with its 

attendant partisan fervor unfurls.  The stakes, and our collective agitation, are both high.  People 

need the room to maneuver, to change direction as they learn, to change their minds and not be held 

to everything they have ever said, every opinion they have ever expressed, critiqued for being 

disloyal to their side (which is a pretty self-defeating critique if you want them to come to your side).    

Follow Jesus, always and in all ways, especially now in this sin-sick world that is in as 

precarious a moment as most any of us have experienced.  Follow Jesus in His love, His courage his 

grace and His human ability? need? grace? to change in the face of God the Father’s eternal 

changelessness. 

  On that note, let’s end with a little poem by the Colorado-based  poet Wendy Videlock. 
 
Change 

Change is the new,  
 
improved  
 
word for god,  
 
lovely enough  
to raise a song  
 
or implicate  
 
a sea of wrongs,  
mighty enough,  
 
like other gods,  
 

to shelter,  
bring together,  
 
and estrange us.  
 
Please, god,  
we seem to say,  
 
change us. 
 
 
 
 
AMEN 


