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Demons, Dogs, and Peacemaking

by Thomas Boomershine

Thomas Boomershine is professor of New Testament at United Theological Seminary in
Dayton, Ohio. After graduation from Earlham, he studied at Union Theological Seminary in
New York and was a minister and community organizer in inner-city churches in the ghettos
of New York and Chicago. He is the founder of the Network of Biblical Storytellers and co-
chairman of the Society of Biblical Literature's research group on the Bible in Ancient and
Modern Media. This essay is based on a sermon given at Earlham All-College Meeting on
Homecoming weekend in October.

When | began collegein 1958,Dwight David Eisenhower was president. In his
closng address to the nation, Eisenhower warned of the growing power of the military
indugrial complex and itsinexorable drive to manufacture more arms. It isamusngto
imaginewha Eisenhower would say about Reagan.

In 1958,1ICBMs were only beginningto bedeployed. In theinterveningthirty years
the major govanments of theworld, led by the United States, have armed themselves for
nudear war. Theinterests of themilitary indudria complex now virtually deerminethe
naiond budge. We worship God today unde the shadow of the possibility of anudear
holocaug. Those words, nudear holocaust, have become almog aclichZ But thefact is tha
human bengs for thefirst time in the history of human civilization, have the power to
destroy theworld. We mug learn howto live in peace. But what isthenature of theforces
tha can bring peace?

| invite you to reflect onthe story of the encounter between Jesus and the Syro-
Phoenician woman in the Gogpd of Mark. A central presuppostion of the Chrigtian religion
istha the character of God'sgovernment of the cosmoswas made clear in thelife, death, and
resurrection of Jesusof Nazareth. He was sent by God as the Redeemer of theworld; thus
thetitle Messiah in Hebrew, in Greek, Christ.

Theprimary source for knowledgeaboutJesusas Christ isthe collection of narratives
in the New Testament known as the Gogpds. In the search for undestanding and coopeation
in theways of God tha lead to peace and salvation for humanity, intensive reflection onthe
stories of the Gogpds is a wise and reasonable thing to do. Andthe story of Jesus encounter
with the Syro-Phoenician woman is a paadigmatic ingance of peacemaking:

"And from there he arose and went away to theregion of Tyre and Sidon And he
entered a hous, and wanted no oneto know t. Y et he could notbe hid.

"But immediately a woman, whos little daughter was possessed by an undean spirit,
heard of him, and came and fell down at his feet. Now the woman was a Greek, a Syro-
Phoenician by birth. And she begged him to cast the demon out of her daughter.

"And hesaid to her, 'let the children first befed. For it is notrightto take the
children'sbread and throw it to thedogs' But sheanswered him, 'Yes, lord; yet even thedogs
unde thetable eat the children'scrumbs’
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"And hesaid to her, 'For this saying you may go your way. The demon has left your
daughter.” And shewent home, and foundthe child lying in bed, and thedemon gone" (Mark
7:24-30)

Jesus trip to theregion of Tyre and Sidonwas a trip into enemy territory. Hisroute
was approximately the same as that of thelsragli army in theinvasion of Lebanontha led to
the expulsion of the PLO and the massacres in the Palestinian refugee camps Thetrip
involved crossing boundaies. Recent anthropological research has focused on boundaies as
adefinition of human communities. There are many types of boundaies. There are
boundaies of space: geographical boundaies such as mountinsand rivers, borders between
naions propety lines, androomdivisionsin ahouse. A current expression of boundaiesis:
"Stay out of my space.”

There are boundaies aroundfood: different eating places for variousracia groups
andfor sodal and economnic classes. In 1958, there were still laws in this country that
enforced boundaies between where blacks and whites would eat, ridethebus and swim.
There are boundaies aroundsex: in the colleges of 1958,there were separate dorms for
women and men. Men were not allowed into women'sdoms except on strictly limited and
supeavised occasions. Theboundaies have changed now. But | would bewilling to bet there
are still boundaies between men and women in the coed domms of contemporary colleges.

Thus in going to Tyre and Sidon, Jesus crossed the boundaies that divided his
people, the Jews, from thar enemies, the Gentiles.

A woman recognized wha hehad doneand asked him to hdp he daughter who was
possessed by a demon. Demonsin the andent world were agents of corporate powers of evil.
In the New Testament world view, the powers of evil afflict and oppress everyong alies and
enemies alike. Demonsare the pasondized form of those coamic prindpdities and powers.
Thewoman was clearly desperate for some power that would set her daughter free.

But in asking for Jesus hdp, this woman was also crossing many boundaies. In the
story, the scandd of her request is highlighted by the narrator's description of her identity:
shewas a Greek, a Syro-Phoenician by birth.

TheHellenists, and especialy the Syrians were the mog bitter enemies of Isradl in
thisperiod.In 169B.C.E., unde AntiochusEpiphanies IV, many Jews were killed for
refusngto eat pork; others were punished for having scrolls of the Scriptures. In our
contemporary idedlization of Greek culture, we often forget tha the dominant religion of
Greece was theworship of Zeus A ritud actionin theworship of Zeuswas the sacrifice of a
pig. As part of Antiochus reform, he sacrificed a pig onthehigh atar of the Templein
Jerusalem. In thetradition of Isragl this was known as "the abominaion of desolation.” This
ritud action was oneof theways by which the Greeks hoped to make Jews more
sophisticated and open-minded to other religions

On another occasion during this campagn, asreported in 11 Maccabees 7, Antiochus
publicly tortured to death a family of seven brothers, oneby one andfindly their mother. In
view of what the Syrianshad doneto the Jews, therefore, this Syro-Phoenician woman's
request on behdf of her daughter was abadd crossing of theboundaies of propriety.
Gengaaly, such requests are made out of either ignorance or arrogance.
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Jesus puts her to atoughminded test. His statement isaracia inault: "It isnotrightto
take the children'sbread and give it to thedogs" He was not talking aboutL assie, or Benji, or
tha memorable caninewith whomall Boomershines are linked, Boomer. He was talking
aboutwild dogstha ran in packs and attacked people mercilesdy, like thebandsof dogsthat
now roam the South Bronx. They were amongthemod hated animalsin Isragl. Jesus
rhetoric isright out of the'60swhen pdlice officers were "pigs" In thecontext of the politics
of Israel in Jesus day, Syro-Phoenicianswere haed "dogs"

Jesus of Nazareth was not anaive peacemaker who lived in a dream world as we wish
theworld would be. The problem with so many peace programs is this childlike innoence
and lack of toughminded dedling with theredlities of theworld. This chargeistheaffliction
of pacifists of al ages. But naive wishful thinking is not characteristic of Jesus of Nazareth.
He puts the woman to a demanding spiritud test.

Her respong is atotal surprisein thecontext of the political relationshipsof her age
She accepts the judice of Jesus characterization of her naiionandits policies. But, sheaso
peasistsin he request for his hdp agang the powers of evil: "Yes, lord. But even thedogs
eat the crumbstha fall off thechildren'stable." Her statement indicates her willingness to
accept political respongbility for the crimes of her people as the context of her request. Ina
spirit of determined humility, she crosses the boundaies tha separate her from her enemies
in order to get hdp for her daughter.

Jesus respong was immediate and revolutionary. He looked at her, saw her sincerity,
probably smiled, and granted her request. "For this saying, go, the demon has left your
daughter.” He ddiversthedaughter of his enemy from subjection to the powers of evil. Jus
as the symbol of racial and nationd hatred of enemies from Germany to Cambodiato
Lebanonisthe mass murder of innoent children, so also is saving thelife of an enemy's
child the symbol of recondliation and love between enemies. A scenefromthefilm Gandhi
is etched in my memory when a Hindufather confessed to Gandhitha, in outrageat Modem
attacks on Hindus he had smashed the head of aModem child againg a pog. Gandhi
respondel by telling him to adopta Modem child as his own.

Thepower of thisactionis seen in therest of Jesus life. Historical scholarship
suggests tha the central event that led to Jesus death was his demongrationin the Temple.
Thepicture of thiseventin Mark istha Jesusentered the Court of the Gentiles and attacked
those of his own naionwho had turned it into a marketplace rather than a place of prayer for
Israel's enemies, the Gentiles. His action was a prophdic act in defense of a place of prayer
shared with enemies, a place for patential recondliation between enemies. He foughtagaing
acombination of political, econonic, and religiousinterests that had perverted thetrue spirit
of thereligion of Isragl. In this sense, Jesusdied for his enemies.

This story revedls a patern of actionfor the establishment of a govenment of jugice
and peace in theworld. It is, first of al, awillingress to crosstheboundaies tha separate us
from owr enemies. Whenever we cross the boundaies between enemies, we contribute to
peace.

L et me name some of them: the boundaies between the United States and our enemy
in World War 11, the Japanese; the boundaies between the descendants of African davesin
theU.S. and thedescendants of those who boughtand sold them and destroyed thar family
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structures; the boundaies between the majority of humanity tha livesin poverty, onthe
verge of starvation, and therich minority tha benefits econonically from themgjority's
plight, the boundaies between those naionswho have foundtha a communist revolutionis a
way to liberationfrom feuddism and thos nationswho earlier' foundtha a capitalist/
boumeois revolution accomplished the same purpose; the boundaies between political
dictatorshipsand democracies.

At the heart of the spiritud gift of alibera arts educationisthe oppotunity and
encouragement to cross the boundaies tha divide enemies. When students study and learn
aboutthear enemies, they paticipaein the pumpose of God made clear in this story.

When we know the stories of our enemies, can feel in our bones wha they fedl, we
take stepstowards beng agents of recondliation and peace. When there is tha will to break
out of thelimitsimposed on each person by the accidents of birth, peace becomes possible.
We need, therefore, to identify and celebrate actions of creative and condructive bounday
crossing between enemies. And many such actionsare bangtaken by personsin the
intellectud communities of science, literature, and the arts aswell asin theworlds of
diplomacy, economics, and religion.

But with the strengths of theintellectud community also comes its greatest danger. It
isthedange of akind of vaguesophistication and universalized intellectudism in which all
digtinctionsbetween different political systems and religionsare merged into a somewhat
detached and idedlistic group.In thevery search for reaching out across boundaies, thereis
thedange of supeficial recondliation tha does not penetrate to the depth of thedividing
lines of hodility. We can easily be satisfied with the semblance rather than thereality of
peace. Having donesome laudable bounday crossing in earlier periods theintellectud
community isin dange of easily withdrawinginto comfortable living within the existing
boundaies of our culture.

Thefact istha now more than ever we are called to cross the degpest and mogt
pervasive boundaies tha separate human communities. In relation to theboundaies tha
exist between naionsand econonic systems, we need to learn sympathetically aboutthe
people who live on both sides of those walls of hodility. We do not adequaely undestand
either the sodaist economies or thepolitical systems of our enemies, especialy the Soviet
Union. Theeisfar toolittle person-to-person contact with our enemies. Thestudy of Russian
has declined in American colleges and universities. There are relatively few foreign study
programs for American studentsin the Soviet Union. In the context of this andysis,
Earlham's Japanese program is a symbol of crossing boundaies with those who have been
and, in some sen<e il are, our enemies. But we need extensve programs of internaiond
study and research in the Soviet Union, Ching and Cuba

Another critical bounday that is often ignored isthebounday between thereligions
of theworld. The Iranian revolution and theresurgence of Idam is only themog recent sign
of this bounday. When the people of America are steadily called "thegreat Satan," it is
reasoneble to condudetha some hodility isinvolved. But we in this county have an
abysmally poorundestanding of Iam. Unlesswe, as a county identified as a Christian
naion by Modems, undestand Islam fromtheindde, we cannotundestand or respond
appropriately to the conflicts tha develop between us We need to know the stories and the
theology of Idam. But, for some reason, we as Americansare very reticent to study and
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undestand other religions We tend either to become adheents of areligion or to regject it.
That isoneof theboundaies Jesus crossed in doing goodfor this Syro-Phoenician woman.

The Jesus story clarifies a strategy for peacemaking. Thestrategy isto deal with the
demonsand thedogs Peacemaking invdves recognizing the mutud subjection of human
beingsto the powers of evil resident in theresults of the massive wrongstha human groups
have doneto each other in the past. Everyonedeals with demons Crossing theboundaiesis
awillingness to share the batle againg the corporate powers of evil with our enemies.
Peacemaking also involves thetoughminded testing of therea world, thewillingness to call
adogadoguntl thereisaclear willingnessto relate in anew way. But when that willingness
is present, peacemaking meansloving, really loving, our enemies.

This story invites every human bengto ask these questions In what ways can | reach
out across thedividing walls of hodility that separate me from my enemies? In what ways are
our enemies asking for our hdp for ther children who are oppressed by demonic powers
beyondther control? What are the hard realities that mug be confronted and confessed
before truerecondliation and peace will be possible?

Karl Poppe has written tha the history of human civilization has been madefromthe
top down with oneexception: thefollowers of Jesus of Nazareth, who have made history
fromthebottomup. Theway in which Jesus followers have made history fromthe bottom up
isto give thegifts of the Kingdomof God to ther enemies jud as Jesus did in his encounter
with the Syro-Phoenician woman. And there are two primary meansfor these gifts: words
and actions Theactionsare deedsof loving kindress and mercy: food, clothes, knowedge
money. Thewordsare the stories, songs languayes, and traditionsof our communities.

My own reflection on this story with its implicit questionsand gifts has led to an
interesting and hopdul venture. When | was a student at Earlham, | became fascinated with
Russian literature and the history of the people of the Soviet Union. | studied Russian and
planned to do graduae work in comparative literature. 1988is the millennial anniversary of
the establishment of Chrigtianity in Russia. As a pat of that celebration, the Network of
Biblical Storytellers, an organizationtha has grown out of my research on the storytelling
originsof the Gogpds, is going to take a storytelling trip to the Soviet Union. Our hopeisto
begin to establish storytelling connectionsbeween persons families, congregations and
scholarly guildswithin the Soviet Unionand in the United States. We will seek to make
history fromthe botom up. In the context of the nudear arms race, such a trip seems amos
idiotic. From the perspective of this story, it makes perfect sense. Time will tell.

Thegoodnewsinheent in this story isthe power of thetoughmindel love of God to
bring about peace. In Jesus Christ, God has both shown ustheway to peace and has acted
decisively to bringit about We can undetake our missionsof bounday crossing, therefore,
in confidence and hope In paticular, we can open ourselves to learn more deeply, to share
more aggressively, and to tell stories more frequently with our enemies.



