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Mark 7:24-30 
 
“It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the 
dogs.” What on earth was Jesus thinking?  A woman comes to 
him, begging him to heal her daughter.  And Jesus gives her the 
brush off?  Not only that.  He insults her!  He basically calls her a 
dog!  What happened to the Jesus we all know and love?  Where 
is the care and compassion that we’ve come to expect from Jesus?  
This exchange seems so out of character for him! 
 
I’ve always been troubled by this scripture passage.  But as I’ve 
wrestled with it, I’ve come to see it in a new light.  Of all the 
stories about Jesus in the Bible, I’ve come to see this one as 
showing him at his most human -- warts and all.  It is a story 
about Jesus’ humanity.  It is also a story about a Gentile woman’s 
persistent and unshakable faith in Jesus.  And it is a story about 
Jesus’ learning from the faith of that Gentile woman. 
 
To put the passage in context, at this point in the gospel of Mark, 
we find Jesus having a particularly rough time in his public 
ministry.  He had had a couple of run-ins with the Pharisees, who 
were plotting to destroy him.  His predecessor, John the Baptist, 
had been beheaded by Herod, which didn’t bode well for Jesus’ 
future.  Everywhere he went, he was followed by crowds seeking 
healing and miracles.  It was dangerous to be so popular.  Hard as 
he tried to get away, the crowds kept finding him.  He went back 
to his hometown, only to be rejected by his friends and neighbors.  
And just before this passage, Jesus has a confrontation with the 
Scribes and Pharisees in which he tells them off.  They accuse 
Jesus and his disciples of going against the tradition of the Jewish 
elders.  And Jesus comes right back at them, condemning them 



for going against the law of God.  This is not the way for Jesus to 
win friends and influence people. 
 
Needless to say, with all of these things going on in his life, Jesus 
really needs a vacation.  So he goes away to the region of Tyre, 
located along the southern coast of what we now call Lebanon.  I 
like to think of Jesus staying in a little guesthouse right on the 
coast with a nice view of the sea.  He’d be soaking up some sun at 
the beach, maybe doing some sailing, getting some reading in, 
feasting on seafood, and enjoying the sunsets over the 
Mediterranean. (Or maybe I’m just projecting my own summer 
vacation on the southern coast of Maine.) 
 
This was the only time that Jesus left the boundaries of the Holy 
Land proper.  He went north to Gentile country, presumably 
because he thought the crowds wouldn’t follow him there. Mark 
tells us that Jesus entered a house and didn’t want anyone to 
know where he was staying.  He wanted to get away from it all, 
far away from the crowds and the hostility of the Scribes and 
Pharisees.  He wanted some peace and quiet and some time 
alone. 
 
But of course, someone does find him.  A Gentile woman, a 
Syrophoenician, who had heard about Jesus (how he could heal 
the sick and cast out unclean spirits), seeks him out, bows down 
at his feet, and begs him to heal her daughter, who she believes is 
being tormented by a demon.  
 
Jesus’ response to the woman is not at all what we would expect 
from Jesus. We would expect him to show some care and 
compassion. We would expect him to show her some mercy. We 
would expect him to cast out the demon from her daughter as she 
requested. But instead, Jesus dismisses her out of hand. 
 
I can imagine him thinking to himself: “Oh no.  Not again.  Yet 
another person looking for a miracle.  If I heal this woman’s 
daughter, she’ll go and tell all her friends and family just like all 
the others did, and I’ll be inundated with requests for help.  The 



crowds will be back, and I won’t get a moment’s rest.  I’m on 
vacation.  I shouldn’t have to deal with this.  She can surely find 
someone else to heal her daughter.” 
 
Jesus says 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.” In speaking of 
“the children,” Jesus is referring to the children of Israel, his own 
people. In Matthew’s version of this story, Jesus begins by saying, 
“I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” He 
clearly saw his mission to be to the Jews.  Jesus believed that his 
mission was first and foremost to his own people.  He believed 
that the Jews were God’s chosen people, that they were God’s 
instrument for saving the world.  He was also a practical man.  
He didn’t want to spread his energy too thin.  So his initial 
answer to the Syrophoenician woman is: “Look, you’re a Gentile.  
I’m not here to help Gentiles.  I’m here to help Jews.”  
 
That all seems reasonable, but couldn’t Jesus have said as much 
without resorting to a dehumanizing ethnic slur, referring to the 
woman and her people as “dogs” -- as animals? I don’t have a 
good answer except to say that the fully human Jesus grew up in 
a certain time and place and must have been shaped and 
influenced by the social and cultural forces of his day. The 
Syrophoenician woman was a descendent of Israel’s ancestral 
enemies – to Jews, a people of reproach. That was part of the 
context in which Jesus was raised. It was part of his formation. 
 
Amazingly, the woman shows no sign of taking offense at Jesus’ 
words.  Her daughter is very sick and she believes that Jesus is 
the only person who can help her.  He is her only hope. She is 
single-minded in her pursuit of Jesus’ healing power for her 
daughter.  And she won’t take “no” for an answer.  She has the 
presence of mind and a quick enough wit to come right back at 
Jesus and turn his metaphor on its head: “Sir, even the dogs 
under the table eat the children’s crumbs.” 
 
Well, what more could Jesus say?  She had him.  “For saying that, 
you may go—the demon has left your daughter,” Jesus says. “So 



she went home, found the child lying on the bed, and the demon 
gone.” 
 
Jesus’ encounter with the Syrophoenician woman pushed him to 
struggle with a dilemma.  How was it that a Gentile woman 
showed more faith than some of the chosen people?  He was 
having problems getting his message of good news through to the 
Jewish leadership.  Did God intend Jesus to fulfill his purpose 
through the Gentiles?  Perhaps his ministry was not meant only 
for the Jews.  Perhaps he was to minister to all people. 
 
What can we learn from this story? Let me suggest two things: 
 
First, setting aside for the moment the divinity of Jesus, at the 
very least we can say from this passage that Jesus was certainly 
fully human.  He got tired and burned out.  And when he did, he 
went on vacation -- or at least he tried to.  He learned things along 
the way, just as we all do.  He struggled with questions we all 
have struggled with at one time or another, like “What am I doing 
with my life?”  (“Am I supposed to be working only with Jews, or 
am I supposed to expand my ministry to include Gentiles as 
well?”) 
 
I find this heartening.  I feel much closer to Jesus when I think of 
him in human terms.  In many ways, it’s hard to be a follower of 
Jesus, but it’s just a little bit easier when I realize that Jesus was 
fully human, with all the frailties that go along with being 
human.  
 
The second thing is that Jesus crossed borders. He ventured 
outside of his home country, outside of his own comfort zone, 
and in so doing he encountered “the other” in the person of the 
Syrophoenician woman. Listening to her forced Jesus to question 
the biases with which he had been raised.  Jesus learned that 
Gentiles could have faith in the God of Israel.  He realized that 
Gentiles could be receptive to his message, and that therefore his 
ministry might be meant for all people -- not only the Jewish 



community.  Jesus’ ministry became radically inclusive; he 
opened himself to all people. 
 
We would do well to follow Jesus’ example, to cross the lines that 
so often divide us, to venture beyond our comfort zones in order 
to encounter people who are different from ourselves in terms of 
race, class, religion, nationality, sexual orientation, and gender 
identity. These are lines we rarely cross by choice. When we do, it 
can be uncomfortable, but in those encounters we can learn so 
much, not only about others but about ourselves as well. 
 
Those of us who grew up in the U.S. were raised in a society that 
holds all kinds of biases: that values lighter skinned people more 
highly than darker skinned people, that values men more highly 
than women, that values wealthy people more highly than people 
who are poor. We might deny that we hold any of these biases 
personally. But I would submit that most of us do hold such 
biases, and that they are so deeply ingrained in us that we are not 
even aware of them. 
 
Isabel Wilkerson, in her book Caste, writes that “by adulthood, 
researchers have found, most Americans have been exposed to a 
culture with enough negative messages about African-Americans 
and other marginalized groups that as much as 80 percent of 
white Americans hold unconscious bias against black Americans, 
bias so automatic that it kicks in before a person can process it.”  
 
She goes on to quote Harvard sociologist David R. Williams on 
the kind of person likely to carry this kind of unconscious bias: 
“This is a wonderful person,” Williams says, “who has sympathy 
for the bad things that have happened in the past. But that person 
is still an American and has been fed the larger stereotypes of 
blacks that are deeply embedded in the culture of this society. So, 
despite holding no explicit racial prejudices they nonetheless hold 
implicit bias that’s deep in their subconscious. They have all these 
negative images of African-Americans so that when they meet an 
African-American, although self-consciously they are not 



prejudiced, the implicit biases nonetheless operate to shape their 
behavior.” 
 
I would argue that most of us hold unconscious or implicit biases 
against women, people who are poor, and other marginalized 
groups. And it takes a great deal of intentional personal work to 
become conscious of our biases and to try to free ourselves from 
them.  
 
Crossing the lines that divide us, as Jesus did, venturing beyond 
our comfort zones in order to encounter people who are different 
from ourselves, is an important part of this work. Jesus learned a 
valuable lesson on his vacation. He might never have broadened 
his ministry beyond the children of Israel to include Gentiles had 
it not been for his pivotal encounter with the Syrophoenician 
woman. 
 
We do well to follow Jesus’ example. When we listen to 
marginalized voices, whether in person or in books and articles, 
film and television, radio programs and podcasts, we open 
ourselves to new learning and personal growth, and we open up 
the possibility of liberating ourselves and others from the many 
isms – racism, classism, sexism, heterosexism, nationalism – that 
hold us all captive. May God give us the strength and courage to 
follow in the way of Jesus. Amen. 
 


