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A Homily by                          “You’ve Got to be Carefully Taught”
The Reverend Jo Popham          Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost

September 9, 2012
Proverbs 22:1-2, 8-9. 22-23

Psalm 125
James 2:1-10, (11-13), 14-17

Mark 7:24-37

You've got to be taught
 To hate and fear,
 You've got to be taught
 From year to year,
 It's got to be drummed
 In your dear little ear
 You've got to be carefully taught.

 You've got to be taught to be afraid
 Of people whose eyes are oddly made,
 And people whose skin is a diff'rent shade,
 You've got to be carefully taught.

 You've got to be taught before it's too late,
 Before you are six or seven or eight,
 To hate all the people your relatives hate,
 You've got to be carefully taught!

Lt. Cable sang Oscar Hammerstein’s lyrics “You’ve Got To Be Carefully Taught” to

Liat, the Polynesian daughter of Bloody Mary in the stage show South Pacific. It was

cutting edge theatre in 1949 and addressed the divisions between peoples, because of the

differences in their cultures, their infirmities, their races. South Pacific could very easily

have been written today, for in many places around this world God’s people are still

divided. Must it ever be the same?

Laura Jean [from the children’s story earlier] believed Miss Augusta Pucker to be the

exception to Jesus’s commandment to love thy neighbour. She had been carefully taught

that Miss Pucker was the most menacing of Southern women. That was stuck in Laura

Jeans’s head. She could not set foot in Miss Augusta Pucker’s yard. It simply was not

allowed. Ever!
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In 1st century Palestine, a little Jewish girl asked her parents: “Abba, why do we hate

the Samaritans?” “Amma, the people who live in Samarian – in Syrophoenicia – are they

not our closest neighbours?” Abba, Amma – father, mother – papa, mama – daddy,

mommy, why, why do we call other people dogs? Why? Why are we children taught that

there is no place in God’s plan for other people? Why?

Over many years Judaism had embraced the authority of more and more non-Biblical

traditions. They carefully taught these rules to their young. The Jewish prophet Jesus was

teaching that ritual purity was irrelevant. But the Jews had been teaching their household

and purity laws for centuries. And the Jews tried not to even set foot on Samaritan soil!

They would not even touch a blade of grass with the toe of their sandal – that is if there

was grass in Samaria and if they really had to go there and could not take the long way

around the region. They would even shake the dust off of their feet at the border if they

had to travel through non-Jewish land.

Now at the time, Jesus still believed that he was sent primarily to the Jews. As Jesus

traveled to the coast, he found himself in an area that was largely Gentile. And there was

a woman of Samaria, a Syrophoenician woman. She had sought out Jesus because she

had faith that he could heal her daughter. At first Jesus rejected her because he had come

to feed the children of Israel. But she answered him, “Sir, even the dogs under the table

eat the children's crumbs.” Her faith (and her witty comeback line) was a real turning

point for Jesus and his ministry. It was an “aha! moment for him. God’s plan was

intended for Gentiles and Jews alike. Jesus’s eyes were opened to his more inclusive

ministry.

Lt. Cable loved Liat but he left her on an island in the south Pacific. He couldn’t take

her home to his family. It was not allowed. He had been carefully taught that he could not

wed a woman from another race. Laura Jean had been carefully taught that Miss Augusta

Pucker was evil. She had heard this all her life and it was stuck in her head. Is this what

Jesus taught us? Or, in turning his ministry towards the Syrophoenician woman, towards



3 of 3

Samaria, towards the Gentiles, towards us, did Jesus extend his love and care – not just to

Israel but to the whole world? When Jesus healed the deaf man and restored his speech –

he opened our eyes and ears to a new way of life.

Ephphatha, my friends! May our hearts and minds, our eyes and ears, be opened. May

we carefully un-learn what we have been taught that separates us from the love of God

and from one another.

Lord, may it be so.

Amen.


