Edmund Blackadder has a servant called Baldrick. Baldrick is subject constantly to the abuse of his master, a victim to the subtle and wicked art of the “put down”.
“God is supposed to have made man in his own image. It would be a great shock to Christians everywhere if God looked anything like you, Baldrick.”
The real art is when you are on the receiving end of a put down is to have a witty remark ready in reply. 
Playwright George Bernard Shaw invited Churchill to the first night of a new play, ending with 'Bring a friend, if you have one.' Churchill wrote back: 'Impossible to be present for the first performance. Will attend the second - if there is one.'
I always think of my witty reply hours later when lying awake in bed at 2am in the morning, fuming. Because actually to be “put down”, especially in front of other people can be deeply humiliating. I was terrified of Mrs Winter. She was my teacher when I was 8 years old. She passed my house once and saw me standing in the window of my house without a shirt on, only a vest. Why I was standing there with only a vest on, I can’t be sure but I remember burning with shame and embarrassment when she later related the incident to whole class.

There is a cruelty and even a violence behind much comedy. The targets may change but it feels the same of you are on the receiving end. Comedy needs a victim and the “put down” says it all. We put dogs down when they get too sick. A put down may be witty but it is built to wound. 

Did you feel uncomfortable then when you heard the conversation between Jesus and the woman from Syro-Phoenicia in our gospel reading? This is how the first part goes:

She begged Jesus to drive the demon out of her daughter. 

“First let the children eat all they want,” he told her, “for it is not right to take the children’s bread and toss it to their dogs.” 

In anyone’s book, it’s a put down. The woman is Greek; she is a gentile. Jews would often refer to gentiles as “dogs”. It was not aimed at any particular gentile, you understand, some of my best friends are gentiles etc etc. It was a term that kept all gentiles firmly outside the community of the privileged, “the children”, to whom the bread should be given first. Of course, gentiles had plenty of bad names for Jews too. In fact, history shows, gentiles can be lethally inventive in the way they put the Jews down. And we do the same still; dogs, niggers, Pakis, Gypos, I could go on. It’s not only racists and BNP members who use these words, or think them. There’s always someone who’s not “us” and we usually give them a name that puts them down.
So how is it that Jesus calls this woman and her kind “dogs”? How is that he seems to say that the daughters of Jewish mothers have first call when it comes to healing? I struggle with this one. I don’t think we have here a little bit of banter, some trivial repartee. There are serious matters at issue, her daughter is sick, possessed, she thinks, by a demon. She is desperate enough to try this visiting Jewish preacher. This is not a time for making jokes.
So, does Jesus really think that gentiles are “dogs”? Well, if he does here it contradicts pretty much everything else he said and taught. The story of the Good Samaritan alone convinces us that Jesus understands the kingdom to be about acceptance across the boundaries of race and religion. He does not deny a special place for his own people in God’s desire for the world but his own people’s vocation is to be the means by which others would be drawn into God’s kingdom not a definition who was excluded.
So if Jesus doesn’t think gentiles are dogs why does he use the word? The woman has got her reply ready and to hand,
“Yes, Lord,” she replied, “but even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.” 

It is sometimes said that the woman here puts Jesus right and there is little doubt that he is impressed with her reply and there is no reason to suppose that Jesus could not learn a thing or two from a gentile woman. Another thing we know about Jesus is his radical respect for women. But I wonder whether something else going on here.
There are a number of occasions where Jesus says things that sound shocking or even offensive. Peter rebukes Jesus for talking about suffering and death. Jesus says “Get behind me, Satan”. Told that his mother and brothers are waiting to see him, he says, “Who is my mother and who are my bothers?” Pointing to his disciples, he said, “Here are my mother and brothers.” The Pharisees are “whitewashed graves .. hypocrites …a brood of vipers”. 
Sometimes you are warned before a TV programme that it contains “strong language” by which they mean, swearing. Jesus isn’t swearing, but he is using strong language – language strong enough, striking enough, to wake us up, make us think afresh, challenge us. Could it be that there is irony in what Jesus says to the woman? Are they words for his disciples? For us? 
Are gentiles “dogs”? Are there some people who are second rate, second best? Is that how it is and is this how you see it? Do these harsh words meet with you approval? Jesus has flushed out the attitudes that we all secretly hold because in a moment he is going to show how wrong they are. And perhaps there are people sitting around with Jesus who are thinking, “That’s right. Jews first, gentile dogs second.”
The Syro-Phoenician woman knows this cannot be right. What boundaries does compassion observe? What does it matter what it says on a sick child’s passport? And Jesus sees this too. “For such a reply, you may go; the demon has left your daughter.”
The shock tactic, the strong language, has got us to the point where we need to be. Of course, God doesn’t rank us. We are all his children. God’s healing power and love are for you and me and for all the people we call names and put down and think maybe don’t quite deserve God’s full attention. Jesus doesn’t argue the point with the woman after her reply. There is no argument to be had. The truth has been made clear. 

“God is supposed to have made man in his own image. It would be a great shock to Christians everywhere if God looked anything like you, Baldrick.” It would be a great shock but it might also be the truth. Even Baldrick in made in the image of God and we have to hear this strong language of God’s love for us and for those we find it hard to love.
