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There is a psychological phenomenon called the Backfire Effect, which I learned about via a 

comic from a website called The Oatmeal where an artist named Matthew Inman publishes his 

work, much of which is humorous, but sometimes off-color, comics explaining everything from 

interesting facts about animals to the correct uses of punctuation marks. 

In any case, the basic idea of the Backfire Effect is that when we are presented with evidence 

that something we previously thought was true is incorrect, if it’s something we don’t have much 

emotional attachment to, we can accept the new information easily. For instance, it’s widely 

believed that houseflies live for 24 hours, but in fact their lifespan is about a month. That kind of 

new information is easy to accept – I accepted it easily when I heard it, you probably just did too.  

What’s not so easy is new information related to one’s “core beliefs.” If a belief that is deeply 

emotional, connected to our identity, or rooted in our childhood is challenged, our brain actually 

reacts with heightened activity in the amygdala – the emotional core that activates in the face of 

perceived danger and is responsible for our fight or flight response. You can see that kind of 

reaction, for instance, when people encounter new information that casts historical heroes in a 

negative light – the example from the comic I referenced is that while many people know that 

George Washington wore dentures, it is a common misconception that his dentures were 

wooden. In fact, he had four different sets over the course of his life, including a set of dentures 

made from the teeth of enslaved people. That’s the kind of new information that is likely to 

trigger a “core belief.” In this case, perhaps we have been taught to see the founding fathers as 

heroes, and the idea that George Washington had dentures made from human teeth doesn’t fit 

with our mental image of a hero and moral exemplar.  
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Now, I’m not saying (and the comic strip doesn’t say) that George Washington was a bad 

person; but I am saying that because we see George Washington as a hero and the father of our 

nation, hearing anything negative about him will likely cause some of us to experience the same 

kind of flash of panic that we would if we were physically in danger. And then to defend his 

honor, rather than to use our minds, hearts, and moral compasses to assess whether we think this 

information should change our opinion. That’s the Backfire Effect – challenging information that 

you might expect to cause us to re-assess our beliefs can cause us instead to dig our heels in and 

believe even more strongly in the face of opposing evidence. 

The first section of today’s scripture passage from the Gospel according to Mark speaks to this 

question of changing and adjusting our beliefs in the face of new information and new 

perspectives – and at the same time, it asks us whether we can take in challenging information 

with openness, rather than digging our heels in, covering our eyes and ears, and doubling down. 

Our text today finds Jesus in the region of Tyre, a Gentile region not far from his home region of 

Galilee, as he travels around preaching, teaching, and healing. He is approached there by a Syro-

Phoenician woman – a foreigner. (Other tellings of this story characterize her as a Canaanite, but 

in any case, a woman from outside his own ethnic group.) 

The woman’s little daughter, we read, is suffering from an unclean spirit – we don’t know more 

than that, but that is how many physical and mental ailments were characterized at that time. She 

hears that Jesus is nearby, and finds him in the house where he is staying, bowing at his feet and 

begging him to cast the spirit out. Initially he rejects her with harsh and derogatory language. He 

says, "Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children's food and throw it to the 

dogs." This response, and this is the part that is hard to hear, amounts to an ethnic slur. The 

“children” in Jesus’ turn of phrase are the Israelites, and the “dogs” are foreigners like this 

woman and her daughter. And while it would be highly insulting in our context to call someone a 

dog, it’s even harsher when Jesus says it, because dogs in the Ancient Near East were not 

domesticated pests, but feral and unwelcome nuisances. But even in the face of this harsh 

remark, the woman is undeterred, willing to suffer indignity to seek help for her ailing child, and 

so she responds again, deferentially but firmly, “Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the 

children's crumbs.” And somehow, that moves Jesus. "For saying that, you may go--the demon 

has left your daughter,” he responds.  
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This story has troubled Christians from the beginning, and interpreters do some impressive 

gymnastics to justify Jesus’ initial response to the woman, comparing foreigners like herself to 

dogs. They suggest that he is testing her faith, seeing if she will prove herself. Or they suggest 

that he is voicing a prejudice he doesn’t agree with in order to teach the disciples about grace and 

inclusion, that this was all so this story could show us, later readers and followers, that God’s 

love is not just for one ethnic group but for all of creation. But I wonder if that is Backlash Effect 

– Christians like us digging in, rather than carefully considering what it would mean for Jesus to 

say something insulting and offensive, and then be corrected and change his mind.  

We have a theological commitment, of course, to the belief that Jesus was fully divine, but we 

believe too that he was fully human, and part of being human is changing, growing, learning 

from mistakes. Perhaps we see here not a savior who never needs to change because he is 

already perfect, but a savior who when he errs, when he hurts someone, and is challenged and 

called to do better, responds with love and openness. Indeed, in the very next section, which we 

also heard today, we see Jesus performing a healing miracle in which he looks up to heaven, 

sighs, and says the words “be opened,” and I wonder if that moment is his moment of prayer for 

himself as well, acknowledging the ways that even he, the Son of God, continues to be opened – 

opening more and more to what God is doing through him. 

In this account, we see a savior who is open to learning and growing and changing – and that is 

part of what it means to be Christian. We are called not to commit firmly and unthinkingly to our 

current ways of thinking, being, speaking, and acting, but to do our best and always be open to 

acknowledging our mistakes and growing from them. That is part of the reason that prayers of 

confession and assurances of pardon are so deeply ingrained into our Reformed worship 

tradition: we are taught to see ourselves as fallible, to take stock of our errors, name them before 

God, receive God’s grace, and commit anew each week to seeking to follow God better. And we 

are assured that our worth does not depend on our right action, but on God’s love, which frees us 

to acknowledge our failures, errors, and imperfections and seek to grow. 

This pandemic has given us many a challenge, many an opportunity to change and adapt, and it 

has been hard. One of the hard parts is that we are watching the scientific method unfold in real 

time, as scientists hypothesize, experiment, and change their conclusion in light of new evidence, 
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and as we adjust to new guidelines and protocols as the situation changes and as scientists glean 

more knowledge about what works and what doesn’t work. And as we seek to make our way 

through this unprecedented time, we have to bring to bear the same skills we cultivate when we 

confess and receive pardon: seeking always to do better, to learn and grow, not to get stuck in old 

ways and dig in our heels, but to be open to change, for the good of ourselves and our neighbors. 

I look back at the early days of the pandemic, and remember a time when I gathered in a room 

with no masks with probably a hundred people for hours…. And we thought we were being very 

safe, because we all kept sanitizing our hands. And I cringe at the error we all made. Maybe you 

have stories like that too. But in today’s story, Jesus shows us a model of making a thoughtless 

mistake and then, as soon as recognizes it, doing better. All too often, when we make a mistake, 

we want to defend ourselves and our every action, prove that we were right all along, dig in our 

heels. But instead, we can follow the way of Christ: we can be changed, grow, and do better. The 

Good News is that God does not ask us to be perfect, to get it right the first time. God loves us 

beyond measure, and invites us always to grow in love and grace, rooting out hurtful ideas and 

habits, seeking to follow Christ more closely. So today and every day, may we be opened – may 

we open our hands, our hearts, our minds, so that the love of God can transform us, cultivate us, 

and draw us ever closer. 

Amen. 


