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Let’s open our hearts together in prayer. Let us pray: Gracious and loving God, we humbly pray for bold 

faith: bold faith in your love for us and in your healing power. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen. 

Communication can be problematic, especially when we cross cultures. In the 1990’s, Kentucky Fried 

Chicken had their sign translated into Chinese and the slogan “Finger-licken’ good” came out as “Eat your fingers 

off.” In Taiwan, the translation of the Pepsi slogan “Come alive with the Pepsi Generation” came out as “Pepsi will 

bring your ancestors back from the dead.” Communication, by its nature is subject to misunderstanding.   

Last week’s reading from Mark about the traditions of the elders and their misunderstanding of Jesus’ 

message about pure hearts is followed immediately with an encounter that has confused and frustrated 

theologians for centuries. Jesus’ conversation with the Syrophoenician woman is unusual, intriguing, often 

misinterpreted and easily misunderstood. 

Mark tells us that a Gentile woman of Syrophoenician origin, living near the city of Tyre begs Jesus to 

exorcise a demon from her daughter. Then Jesus surprises us by replying 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.” Jesus seems to be refusing to heal the woman’s 

daughter and referring to her in the metaphor as a dog! But the woman doesn’t seem to be upset, and she 

responds immediately to Jesus by elaborating on his metaphor, “Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the 

children’s crumbs.” Then Jesus simply says, “For saying that, you may go – the demon has left your daughter.” 

Incredibly, it seems like the Syrophoenician woman’s comments cause Jesus to reconsider her request and she 

goes home to find her daughter miraculously healed. What an unusual little passage this is.  

- Is Jesus referring to this woman as a dog?  

- Or is Jesus referring to all Gentiles as dogs?   

- Or is Jesus testing her faith?  

- Or is this the human side of Jesus, possibly prone to human fallibility, rudeness and changing his mind?  

- Or are we misunderstanding what’s happening in this passage? 

We jump to conclusions about prejudices, racism, trickery, and human fallibility because they are all so 

much a part of our human lives. We read these things into the text because we see some of them in those around 

us and in ourselves. But, perhaps we shouldn’t relate our human inadequacies with the conversation between 

Jesus and this woman. Perhaps we’re reading this passage out of context, and misunderstanding it. Surely, Jesus 

has compassion for everyone, irrespective of gender, race or religion.  
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Scholars believe that Mark wrote his Gospel sometime between the years 66 and 70. That’s about 35 years 

from when Jesus died on the cross. This period between the years 66 and 70 coincides with the Jewish war with 

the Romans that ended with the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem. Tyre was a wealthy, predominantly 

Gentile city on the Mediterranean coast. The Tyrians were bitter enemies of the generally poorer rural Jewish 

people and when the war broke out many Jewish people were killed and imprisoned. Tyre is almost always 

referred to in the Bible in combination with the nearby city of Sidon, and Mark’s readers would have found the 

thought of Tyre and Sidon as repugnant as Sodom and Gomorrah. Mark is telling us that in going to the region of 

Tyre and in speaking with this woman, many social, political and religious barriers were being crossed. Women 

were not supposed to speak alone with a man they didn’t know and women were not supposed to speak first. And 

the woman is a Gentile in an area where the Jewish people are being brutally oppressed. Jesus is allowing these 

social, political and religious barriers to be broken by talking to this Gentile woman. Matters of the heart are more 

important than traditions of the elders like hand washing; and matters of the heart are more important than social, 

political and religious traditions between men and women, and between Jews and Gentiles. 

But even so, why would Mark tell us about Jesus’ unusual comment to this woman about dogs? At the time 

of the Jewish war, the slang term that was often used to refer to adversaries was “dogs.” There are lots of 

references to enemies being called dogs in the Bible. Jesus’ reference to dogs might have been a slang reference 

to those who were hostile to the Jewish people, but the term used for dogs in our passage today is not to “wild 

dogs,” but to “little house dogs,” who are part of the family. 

Another interesting possibility is that the woman might have been a Cynic. At the time of Jesus, Cynics were 

a well-educated group of Gentile men and women philosophers. Their practices were in many ways similar to the 

followers of Jesus: they pursued a life of virtue, they didn’t have possessions, they believed that the world belongs 

to everyone, and men and women are equal. And yes, they were cynical. The name Cynic comes from the Greek 

word for “dog” or “dog-like” and the Cynics liked the name. Jesus might have been acknowledging the woman as a 

Cynic, and that’s why she’s OK with the dog metaphor and holds her own in a philosophical discussion with Jesus. 

There are several possibilities and we don’t have to entirely figure it out. Because it seems clear that Jesus 

praises the Syrophoenician woman’s bold faith, her shamelessness in seeking his help, and her quick wit. She’s 

the only person in the New Testament to speak to Jesus using a riddle. Maybe Jesus sees in her the 

characteristics that he would like to see in all of his disciples: men and women who have bold faith and can rise 

above social, political and religious barriers to help others. In Mark’s time, Christians would have understood 

Jesus’ message, while today we get caught up in biases and prejudices peculiar to our own time and experience, 

and we misunderstand Jesus’ message about loving your neighbour in the face of social, political and religious 

barriers. 
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Tony Campolo, in his book Let Me Tell You a Story, tells us about Billy. Tony recounts that “when I was a 

young pastor, I was asked to be a counselor at a junior-high camp … Junior-high boys have a strange and often 

cruel sense of humor. There’s a strong tendency for them to pick on some unfortunate, off-beat kid and ridicule 

him, making him the brunt of their jokes. This was certainly the case during this particular week of summer camp. 

They picked on a 13 year-old kid named Billy, who couldn’t walk right or talk right. He dragged his body across the 

campground in spastic fashion, and when he spoke, his words were markedly slurred. The boys at the camp 

would often mimic his gestures, and they thought that was funny. The cruelest thing they did was on a Thursday 

morning. Billy’s cabin had been assigned to lead morning devotions, and his cabin mates all voted for him to be 

the speaker. They wanted to get him up there in front of everybody so they would be entertained by his struggling 

attempts to say anything at all. When I found out about it I was furious, but there was nothing I could do. It did not 

seem to bother Billy! Somehow he dragged himself up to the rostrum as waves of snickers flowed over the 

audience. It took Billy almost half a minute to say, ‘Je – sus … loves … me … and … I … love … Je – sus.’ When 

he finished, there was a stunned silence. When I looked over my shoulder, I saw that all over the place there were 

junior-high boys with tears streaming down their cheeks.” 

Billy’s bold faith opened the hearts of many young boys that day. By telling his story, Billy’s bold faith 

continues to open hearts. A young Syrophoenician woman with an ill daughter showed similarly bold faith and her 

story also continues to open hearts today. 

The Syrophoenician woman demonstrates the bold faith of true discipleship, driven by matters of the heart 

rather than tradition. She has total faith in Jesus’ ability to help and she breaks down social, political and religious 

barriers to respectfully engage with Jesus.  

With Jesus as our guide and the Holy Spirit within us, we are empowered disciples: 

- So when we hear the Syrophoenician woman cry to help her child; we will help. 

- When we hear our Outreach Team’s cry to help those who are struggling; we will help. 

- And within our congregation; when we hear lonely or troubled cries; we will help. 

Let’s have the bold faith of Billy and the bold faith of the Syrophoenician woman. Jesus will help. Thanks be 

to God. Amen. 


