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Story of new rock landscaping in front of my gym. Surprised me how rare it 

felt to hold two things together: some (minor) sacrifice, and some (real) beauty. 

Surprised me (and honestly bothered me) because holding together that kind of 

tension is fundamental to Xstian faith. In Xstian faith one of our fundamental 

invitations is holding together any of our sacrifices with at least the possibility of 

real beauty that God will bring out of it.

It's important to emphasize the connection between sacrifice & beauty. 

We're not trying to separate sacrifice from beauty. It's not simply holding our nose 

or gritting our teeth through a sacrifice until we get to the good stuff; the beauty. 

It's about holding them together. It's less like waiting to eat dessert (the beauty) 

until after we eat broccoli (sacrifice). It's more like sacrificing a seed by planting it 

in the earth, and then experiencing the beautiful mystery of new life that grows.

Embracing that connection is fundamental to Xstian faith. So it bothered me 

when I realized how surprised I was to experience them both at the same time, 

even with a sacrifice as small as walking around landscaping in front of my gym.

But here’s what I’m guessing. I’m guessing that I’m not alone. Especially 

after a week like we’ve just witnessed in our nation. I’m guessing that I’m not the 

only one struggling to experience the connection between beauty & sacrifice. 
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Because we haven’t seen much beauty over the past week. We’ve witnessed some 

people with pretty disturbing worldview who are unwilling to sacrifice their own 

beliefs or desires, but they’ve been more than willing to sacrifice the lives of other 

people on the altar of their twisted belief system. There’s nothing beautiful about 

that. It’s ugly. Destructive. And hateful. 

But even so, here’s the thing. Whenever we Christians confront that kind 

of ugliness in our worlds, we’re still called to embrace the connection between 

sacrifice & beauty. One Episcopal theologian & the preacher puts it like this. She 

says, “There is no more central ethic for Christians than the ethics of means. If the 

means do not mirror the mind of Christ, then resistance becomes corrupt and self-

defeating, not to mention non-Christian.”  A Catholic theologian says this: “Jesus 1

on the cross drowned all the sins of the world in the infinite ocean of the divine 

mercy, and that is how he fought.”  And we’re called to do the same. It doesn’t 2

mean staying silent or simply rolling over. But we also don’t just fight fire with 

fire. We fight ugliness & hatred with the beauty of sacrifice & love. Part of our 

vocation as the Church is showing the world — especially during times of ugliness 

and hatred — the enduring connection between beauty and sacrifice. 

 http://feedproxy.google.com/~r/ruminations/~3/XhX9ahKkQ4I/resistance-biblical-calling.html1

 Barron, Catholicism2
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Our readings today make it almost impossible to escape the connection 

between beauty & sacrifice. Here’s how it works.

In Genesis, the sacrifice that Joseph makes is refusing to use his 

suffering for revenge. One of the great temptations whenever we suffer is 

inflicting our suffering on somebody else. That's the temptation Joseph faces when 

his 10 brothers show up in Egypt one day looking for some grain. Because 13 

years earlier they threw him in a pit, faked his death, sold him into slavery, and 

abandoned him forever. Then all of a sudden they show up when he’s risen to 2nd 

in command of all Egypt in the midst of a famine. They come to him looking for 

help. What’s his great temptation? His great temptation is inflicting the same pain 

on them; selling them into some form of bondage or death. He can do it. He’s got 

the power & he can do whatever he wants. The best part is that they’ve been 

separated so long they don’t even recognize him. They don’t even know it’s him.

But Joseph doesn’t do it. He doesn’t use his own suffering & pain to 

inflict revenge or to make himself feel bigger. Instead, he uses his suffering — 

he allows God to use his suffering — to preserve life. That’s the key phrase, 

preserving life, that’s what makes his sacrifice beautiful. He preserves life. It’s a 

tricky story because Joseph does make his brothers jump through a lot of hoops 
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that could make it look like he’s punishing them. He tricks them, tempts them, and 

even deceives them — but he doesn’t do it for any sadistic or self-gratifying 

reason. He does it to create life. 

Former Chief Rabbi of the UK Lord Jonathan Sacks says this. He says, "One 

of the key concepts of Judaism – the theme of its holiest days… is [the theme of] 

teshuva, a complex concept involving remorse, repentance and return.” He 

says that’s what Joseph is after in the story with his brothers. At key points in the 

story he provokes them to express first remorse, then repentance, and finally return. 

He even creates a scenario that allows them to repeat the wickedness they inflicted 

on Joseph but to do it to their youngest brother, Benjamin — and they refuse. For 

Rabbi Sacks, in this story “Joseph is not acting for himself but for the sake of his 

brothers.” He’s not out for revenge. He’s leading them on a path of teshuva: 

repentance, return, and new life. Rabbi Sacks suggests that we’re invited to do the 

same thing. He says, “God does not demand perfection: [in fact] He empowers us 

to make mistakes. All [God] asks is that we acknowledge our mistakes and commit 

ourselves not to make them again – in a word, that we be capable of teshuva.”

Whenever we’ve been hurt by others and whenever they’ve inflicted 

suffering on us, one of the sacrifices we’re invited to make is not seeking revenge; 
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not inflicting the same suffering on others. The sacrifice we’re invited to make is 

leading others, as best we can, on a path of teshuva; a path of repentance and 

return. It’s the only way to create life. Any other response simply keeps up trapped 

and controlled by our suffering or pain. We’re not supposed to simply keep 

recirculating the world’s suffering, but to lead others to the God who brings light in 

the midst of darkness, who brings life in the midst of pain. Maybe “we find it hard 

to believe in the possibility of newness,” but this story makes a tenacious counter-

claim.  Joseph says: “you sold me here [in slavery],” but, “God sent me to preserve 3

life.” That’s a beautiful sacrifice. And we know, because it preserves & creates life.

If the Joseph story speaks to our weakness & pain, then the Gospel 

story speaks to our strength. The Gospel story begins with Jesus taking some 

shots at the Pharisees. Because those Pharisees had perfected all their religious 

practices and accomplishments so much, they thought, that it was a nearly 

invincible source of strength. They’d packaged such a beautiful, perfect system for 

honoring God, that you could even tell who was a member of God’s family by 

simply following their system. They were offering the ultimate religious sales job. 

Their system was so good that you could decide who was in and who was out 

 Ibid., 347.3
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when it came God’s family. And remember, the Pharisees were “good people” who 

made all kinds of sacrifices for their religion. But none of their sacrifices ever 

preserved life. Because the one thing they weren’t willing to sacrifice was their 

beautiful system. They were never willing to make a sacrifice of humility, and 

admit that maybe they were wrong. Maybe they couldn’t actually replace God with 

their rules & their system.

Have you ever known someone who simply couldn't admit they were 

wrong? If you've never known someone like that personally then maybe you've 

seen someone in politics who could never admit he was wrong. Ever. He's always 

right. Using very smart words.... You see, every politician plays that game at some 

level because it's always tempting to define greatness as exceptionalism. It’s 

always tempting to define greatness as the absence of failure, error, weakness or 

wrongdoing. But that's never the definition of greatness for God’s people. 

Greatness is never about inflating ourselves to make others look small. It's 

always about sacrificing ourselves to help others thrive & flourish. And we do 

it because the defining characteristic of God for Jews & Christians is the gift of 

life. That’s what makes God exceptional. God alone is the creator, sustainer & 

preserver of life. So you & I reflect God's greatness (God’s image) whenever we 
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makes sacrifices to sustain or preserve the lives of others — even or especially 

people we tend to look down upon with a sense of superiority or disdain.

That’s the role of the Canaanite woman in today’s Gospel. She’s the 

definition of someone who’s unclean or unworthy in the eyes of the Pharisees. 

She’s the one that everyone could agree was “outside” the beautiful system of 

God’s people. She’s the one that all Jews (including Jesus himself, in today’s story) 

called scavengers or “dogs.” But she’s also the one, the only one, of all the 

characters in this story, who becomes the model for our faith. She’s the one, the 

only one, who willingly makes a sacrifice of humility. She’s the one, who embraces 

even an ethnic slur that perpetuated a twisted system for the sake of preserving life. 

She’s relentless, but it has nothing to do with a kind of inflated “greatness” 

that makes her look bigger. It has everything to do with a relentless humility for 

the sake of her daughter. In other words, she’s our model in this story because 

she’s the one who sacrifices anything to preserve life. She’s the one who reflects 

God’s image. That’s why Jesus praises her and says, “Woman, great is your 

faith!” (Matt. 15.28). What a beautiful sacrifice. And we’re invited to do the same.

This woman, this nameless, relentless, supposedly “unclean” woman who 

willingly suffered social abuse; she’s the one we’re invited to follow as we respond 
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to the suffering and pain in our world. She’s the one we’re invited to follow 

whenever others try to inflate themselves to inflict violence or pain. She doesn’t 

give up, and neither should we. She doesn’t back down, and neither should we. 

She’s tenacious in the cause of preserving life for the weak and the helpless. And 

she does it by embracing the way of sacrifice so that others can live. She 

embraces sacrifice as her ethic of means to preserve life. We’re called to do the 

same. And we can begin by following her model in the words of our prayer. 

General Thanksgiving, BCP p. 101:  Almighty God, Father of all mercies, 

we your unworthy servants give you humble thanks for all your goodness and 

loving-kindness to us and to all whom you have made. We bless you for our 

creation, preservation, and all the blessings of this life; but above all for your 

immeasurable love in the redemption of the world by our Lord Jesus Christ; for the 

means of grace, and for the hope of glory. And, we pray, give us such an 

awareness of your mercies, that with truly thankful hearts we may show forth your 

praise, not only with our lips, but in our lives, by giving up our selves to your 

service, and by walking before you in holiness and righteousness all our days; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord, to whom, with you and the Holy Spirit, be honor 

and glory throughout all ages. Amen.


