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Living God, may your word be proclaimed and may we claim it with joy for our lives today. 

Continue to speak to us through my words or in spite of them. Amen. 
 
 

Mark 7:24-37 
 
“From there [Jesus] set out and went away to the region of Tyre. He entered a house and did not 
want anyone to know he was there. Yet he could not escape notice, but a woman whose little 
daughter had an unclean spirit immediately heard about him, and she came and bowed down 
at his feet. Now the woman was a Gentile, of Syrophoenician origin. She begged him to cast the 
demon out of her daughter. He said to her, 'Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take 
the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.' But she answered him, 'Sir, even the dogs under the 
table eat the children’s crumbs.' Then he said to her, 'For saying that, you may go—the demon 
has left your daughter.' So she went home, found the child lying on the bed, and the demon 
gone. 
 
"Then he returned from the region of Tyre, and went by way of Sidon towards the Sea of Galilee, 
in the region of the Decapolis. They brought to him a deaf man who had an impediment in his 
speech; and they begged him to lay his hand on him. He took him aside in private, away from 
the crowd, and put his fingers into his ears, and he spat and touched his tongue. Then looking up 
to heaven, he sighed and said to him, 'Ephphatha,' that is, 'Be opened.' And immediately his ears 
were opened, his tongue was released, and he spoke plainly. Then Jesus ordered them to tell no 
one; but the more he ordered them, the more zealously they proclaimed it. They were astounded 
beyond measure, saying, 'He has done everything well; he even makes the deaf to hear and the 
mute to speak.'” 
 
Several of you have met my dog Bella. And by “met” I mean you’ve been on the receiving 
end of her snarls and suspicious side-eyes she regularly bestows on all who mistakenly 
venture too close to her fence. She has a high level of “stranger danger” coupled with a 
healthy dose of undiagnosed trauma. She’s complicated, but she’s mine � I’m not sure 
how many of you believe me when I say this, but Bella really is a very sweet dog… once she 
decides you’re not a dangerous interloper on a mission to destroy all she holds dear, that is. 
With me, in my house, she just wants to love and be loved. Well, and she wants some treats 
along the way. 



 
Bella is a very smart dog. Most border collies are. She always notices what I’m eating and is 
pretty sure it’s better than the stuff I put in her dish. Her nose is always twitching when I’m 
cooking, and she does her best to give me those “puppy dog eyes” in the hopes I’ll share. 
She’s regularly disappointed, though. In my house we have rules, and one of those rules is: 
Dogs do not get food from the table. Ever. So, she looks at me forlornly as I enjoy what she 
can’t have, but she doesn’t just mope… she’s also plotting. You see, there’s a loophole to my 
rule: Dogs do not get food from the table, but if it falls on the floor, it’s fair game. Turns out, 
I’m a messy cook, and she doesn’t miss a crumb. It’s actually a pretty symbiotic relationship 
we have going — she gets yummy morsels of my delicious food, and I get a clean floor. It 
works for us. 
 
If she knew how to read (we’re still working on that one), I think Bella would especially 
appreciate today’s scripture reading. I certainly do! It’s one of my favorite passages in the 
Bible. I feel like I say that a lot, about whatever scripture I’m wrestling with at the moment, 
but I really mean it this time! I love this story. 
 
The gospel writer tells us Jesus decided to get away for a bit, so he headed to a beach town 
to get some R&R. He’s had a rough few days, and he needs a break. It says he “did not want 
anyone to know he was there.” Ha! That never works out well for him. Sure enough, shortly 
after he settles in for what he hopes is a peaceful vacation, a stranger barges in and ruins 
everything.  
 
We’re told this interloper is a woman, more specifically a Syrophoenician woman. Our 
translation today also described her as a “Gentile” but the more accurate rendering would 
probably be “Greek”. She’s a Syrophoenician — which tells you where she’s from — who 
has assimilated into Greek culture. Really, the important thing to know here is she’s not 
Jewish. To Jesus, she immediately triggers the “stranger danger” instinct. It would be nice 
to know her name, but as is too often the case with women in the Bible, the gospel writer 
didn’t deem that information important enough to record. She lives on in infamy with the 
horribly nonspecific moniker, “the Syrophoenician woman.” 
 
In a dramatic scene, she prostrates herself before the surely surprised Jesus and begs him 
to heal her daughter, to free her from whatever demon it was that possessed and afflicted 
her. This is not a new story. We’ve seen this one play out time and again in Mark’s gospel. 
But wait! There’s a plot twist this time. Jesus is supposed to do his thing and heal her, right? 
Instead, he not only denies her request, but he also insults her! Who is this Jesus, and 
where did the One we know and love go? 
 



Let’s unpack his response. Jesus said to her, “… it is not fair to take the children’s food and 
throw it to the dogs.” This line. It’s awful. I can’t believe he said it. In case you didn’t catch it, 
when he says “the dogs” he’s referring to this woman and her daughter. He called them 
dogs!  
 
Now, much ink has been spilled on this phrase. You see, we in the Church are really 
uncomfortable with what just happened here. Jesus isn’t supposed to be rude and insulting. 
There must be another explanation! Oh, and how, for centuries, we have tried to give it one. 
Some have said Jesus was just testing the woman, giving her an opportunity to show her 
faith. If that was true, that would make Jesus even crueler in my mind, as he would have 
been deliberately causing harm in the name of some spiritual litmus test. Others have said 
Jesus was merely reflecting back to his listeners, to us, our own failings and prejudices, a 
teaching moment of sorts, but if that were the case, I cannot help but wonder why he 
wouldn’t pull out one of the parables he’s so good at to make his point rather than, again, 
inflict harm on a real person. And of course there are those who justify this response by 
pointing out that the Greek text is perhaps best translated as “little dogs”. In other words, 
Jesus was calling her a puppy! Doesn’t that change things? Friends, I don’t know about you, 
but when I’ve been called a little [insert slur of your choice], that doesn’t exactly make it all 
better. If anything, it generally heightens the belittlement. 
 
I would suggest to you all today that this encounter should make us uncomfortable, and we 
shouldn’t try to explain it away. In this moment, the language used by Jesus is 
dehumanizing. Jesus called her a dog. He screwed up. Perhaps he was tired and cranky, 
hoping for some long-overdue quiet time, and just reacted without thinking. Perhaps he, 
like all of us, is a product of the culture in which he grew up. We all have biases and 
prejudices, even if we don’t admit it. Perhaps, in our attempts to rationalize the 
dehumanization of this woman, we are guilty of, in turn, dehumanizing Jesus. Fully divine 
and fully human. That is what we believe about Christ, and in this moment his messy 
humanity is on full display — as uncomfortable as it is to witness. 
 
So, Jesus rudely denies this woman’s plea to heal her daughter. It’s not nice at all. But then, 
in the moment of the story for which my dog Bella would thoroughly cheer, the woman 
claps back. Without missing a beat, she turns it around on Jesus, saying, “Sir, even the dogs 
under the table eat the children’s crumbs.” This is the moment, the best moment of the 
whole story. We didn’t see that coming. 
 
Her response is brilliant. Not only does she turn his own words back on him, but she’s also 
reflecting back all the things we already know about who this man is. This is the Jesus who 
breaks the rules and pushes the boundaries all the time. This is the One who chose all the 



wrong people to be his disciples.1 This is the One who scandalously ate with sinners.2 This 
is the One who prioritized people over rules.3 This is the One who dared to notice and heal 
those who were deemed un-touchable.4 She’s calling him out, saying, “Hey! You say you’re 
all about making room at the table, so where is my place at the table?” 
 
Jesus’ response is intriguing. Rather than get defensive or angry at this uppity woman (I 
mean, who does she think she is?), he hears her. He receives the critique, and he changes 
course. He allows this audacious, foreign, female Other to challenge him, to teach him about 
inclusion, compassion, and widening the table. Jesus, who always comes out on top in these 
verbal sparring matches, concedes. He heals her daughter after all (albeit from a distance) 
and says he’s doing it precisely because of what she said. He liked her feisty, witty 
comeback! She’s earned his respect. 
 
One of the reasons this story has made the Church uncomfortable over the centuries is that 
it suggests Jesus got it wrong. And if Jesus got it wrong, doesn’t that imply he sinned? This 
dramatic conclusion to the story reveals the truth of it all: The sin wasn’t his bias that came 
out so horribly wrong in his casually lobbed insult. No, the sin would have been refusing to 
change once he was confronted with that bias. And here, we get the Jesus we know and 
love, the One who is without sin, who despite temptation after temptation chose the better 
way.  
 
Do you get it? In Christ we see that it’s not our inherent failings that make us sinful. No, that 
is what it means to be human. The sin is in refusing to change course when our eyes our 
opened and we see those failings in the stark, unflattering light of day. Jesus shows us that 
we can indeed be opened to a new way, a way that is open to all those we’re told are less-
than, are strangers to keep at arms length, are the Other. If Jesus can be opened, so can we. 
This is that “Good News” we talk about! Not that we follow a perfect, infallible Savior, but 
rather that we serve One who shows us, in the most relatable of fashions, what it means to 
be stretched, to grow, to change into the image of God, the One whose love is wide enough 
for us all. 
 
We’re told this unnamed woman and Jesus part ways after that. She returns home, 
overjoyed to find her daughter free from torment, and he packs up, leaving his beach 
vacation behind. I can just see him smiling ruefully as he continues on his journey, thinking 
about this surprising encounter that by all measures ruined his vacation but at the same 

 
1 Mark 1:16-20 
2 Mark 2:13-17 
3 Mark 3:1-6 
4 Mark 5:24-34 



time changed his life. Barbara Brown Taylor, an Episcopal priest and prolific writer, put it 
well when she wrote about this encounter, saying: 

“…you can almost hear the huge wheel of history turning as Jesus comes to a new 
understanding of who he is and what he has been called to do…. Through her faith 
he learns that God’s purpose for him is bigger than he had imagined, that there is 
enough of him to go around, and in that moment there is no going back to the limits 
he observed even a moment ago…. Faith works like a lever on him, opening his 
arms wider and wider until there is room for the whole world in them, until he 
allows them to be nailed open on the cross.”5 

And so Jesus continues on and is soon accosted by more desperate people, bringing to him 
their friend who needs healing. Here’s the beautiful part: This time, he doesn’t hesitate. In a 
rather uncomfortably descriptive scene, he sticks his fingers in the man’s ears, spits and 
touches his tongue, gives a big, heavenly sigh, and says, “Be opened!” I can’t help but think 
that dramatic sigh is directed at himself, like he’s saying, “Alright, I get it. Be opened. That’s 
what I need to do.” Perhaps, as is so often the case, the teacher-preacher is really teaching-
preaching to himself here. It just happens that this man receives some much-needed 
healing along the way.  
 
Be opened. This is the call we hear coming to us today, perhaps still alongside some 
exasperated, sighs from on high. What does it look like for us to be open to learning from 
the vulnerable outsiders — the Others — in our midst today? What does it mean if the 
Good News is for the whole world, including those people over there who don’t talk like us, 
who don’t look like us, and who definitely don’t worship like us?  What does it look like for 
us to confront our own unexamined biases and prejudices, to admit that they’re really there 
and then change course? 
 
It’s not lost on me that we’re reading this story of a foreigner showing up unexpectedly and 
inconveniently at the same time as eighty Afghan refugees are settling in at Camp 
Atterbury, just forty or so miles south of here — the first of possibly thousands who will be 
welcomed to our state. We have an opportunity to be opened to these strangers-in-our-
midst. We have an opportunity to not only care for them in this time, but perhaps to also be 
challenged by them, to learn from them.  
 
Our friends at Exodus Refugee are busy preparing for the inevitable resettlement work that 
will follow this time at Camp Atterbury. We can get involved, if we’re willing to disrupt our 
plans and give of our time and resources to welcome these new neighbors, to make room 
for them at our tables — not just asking them to settle for our crumbs. They need donations 
of household goods to provide them with comfortable, safe homes. They need volunteers to 

 
5 Barbara Brown Tayler, The Seeds of Heaven (Norwich: Canterbury Press, 2016) 64-65. 



sort it all in their warehouse. They need people who are willing to invest in relationships 
with these families, so that they don’t feel so alone in their new city. They need us to be 
opened to these foreigners who could soon become friends, if we let them. Do you hear 
Christ’s deep sigh, calling out to us and saying, “Be opened!”? I do. 
 
In just a few moments, we are going to celebrate holy communion. In United Methodist 
churches, we often talk about how we have an open table — meaning all are invited, 
regardless of membership status, age, or worthiness. This Table is where we see Christ’s 
openness play out. All are invited to Christ’s table, and I can’t help but think we have this 
Syrophoenician woman to thank for that. We’re not just getting crumbs of grace today. No, 
we’re invited to feast — even if it is on pre-packaged, pandemic-safe wafers and juice. 
 
Here’s the best part: Communion isn’t just about this one moment in our service. 
Communion is about an encounter with God that changes us. Just as this Table is open to all 
who come, so too are we to be open to all we meet as we carry the grace of the Table with 
us from this place. So today, come to the Table. It’s open because Christ is open. Come, and 
allow yourself to be opened in turn. 
 
Friends, this is the Good News given for us all. Thanks be to God! 


