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Converting Jesus? 

September 9, 2018 

By Pastor Kris Androsky 

 

Mark 7: 24-37  
24From there he 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, 25but a woman whose little daughter had an unclean spirit 
immediately heard about him, and she came and bowed down at his feet. 
26Now the woman was a Gentile, of Syrophoenician origin. She begged him to 
cast the demon out of her daughter. 27He 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.” 
28But she answered him, “Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children’s 
crumbs. 29The he said to her, “For saying that, you may go – the demon has 
left your daughter.” 30So she went home, found the child lying on the bed and 
the demon gone. 
 
31Then he returned from the region of Tyre, and went by way of the region of 
Decapolis. 32They brought to him a deaf man who had an impediment in his 
speech; and they begged him to lay his hand on him. 33He took him aside in 
private, away from the crowd, and put his fingers into his ears, and he spat 
and touched his tongue. 34Then looking up to heaven, he sighed and said to 
him, “Ephphatha,” that is, “Be opened,” 35And immediately his ears were 
opened, his tongue was released, and he spoke plainly. 36Then Jesus ordered 
them to tell no one; but the more he ordered them, the more zealously they 
proclaimed it. 37They were astounded beyond measure, saying, “He has done 
everything well; he even makes the deaf to hear and the mute to speak.”  
 

 Oh my dear friends, today we have come to a text that is quite the 

STRUGGLE. Theologians and scholars of all stripes struggle to explain and 

offer any kind of satisfying understanding of what is going on here without 

espousing some heresy in the process. Preachers struggle to make sense of 

the commentaries, some of which skip over any discussion of the 

Syrophoenician woman at all and simply focus on the healing of the hearing-

impaired man with a speech impediment. And, well, this text is a struggle for 
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generations upon generations of women too, because Jesus, the Son of God, is 

caught calling a woman a dog … and, not even the cute, little, pat-the-puppy-

on-the-head kind of dog, if you catch my drift.     

 WHAT ON EARTH AND IN HEAVEN IS GOING ON HERE!?! Most 

scholars, theologians, and pastors agree, Jesus is probably exhausted beyond 

belief. According to the writer of Mark, Jesus has just spent a significant 

amount of time teaching and preaching, healing all kinds of ailments, 

restoring people to healthy minds, bodies and souls and responding to the 

challenges and attempts to undermine his ministry that are created by other 

people of faith. He must be exhausted and in need of some rest. So, he tries to 

get away for a bit. But it doesn’t work.   

 A Syrophoenician woman barges into the house where he is staying.  

She crosses more boundaries than we can fully understand … but, to get 

started … she’s just crossed gender boundaries, religious boundaries, racial 

boundaries and pretty much all the cultural norms of the time. For all intents 

and purposes, the people of the time would say, she had NO RIGHT 

WHATSOEVER to engage Jesus in conversation. Most people would have 

thought she should be beneath his notice. For a modern-day equivalency, 

think something along the lines of a homeless, single, middle-eastern, 

Muslim woman interrupting the wedding of a couple of movie stars and 

demanding to speak to the groom.   

 But beyond all the barriers, she is driven by something far more 

powerful than all of the cultural norms that dictate appropriate protocol. Her 

daughter’s very LIFE is at stake. Without healing, her daughter will live a 

life marred by anguish and suffering before she dies, alone as an outcast. It 

has to be one of a parent’s worst nightmares. So, she breaks into Jesus’ rest 

and with no room for the luxury of humility or a sense of order, she throws 

herself at Jesus’ feet and begs him to heal her daughter.   
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 And then the text gets particularly challenging, because instead of 

responding with compassiom, with care, with words of faithfulness and grace 

… Jesus tells her NO and then goes even further, insulting her and calling 

her a dog. This is not the Jesus we’ve come to know, and love, and follow as a 

person with a life and faith to emulate!   

 Verse 27 haunts us, “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.’” Some 

commentators suggest that Jesus is joking around, being lighthearted. But, 

in light of the woman’s agony over her daughter’s life being at stake, it’s hard 

to imagine that a joke like this would seem, oh I don’t know, godly, in any 

stretch of the imagination! The same goes for the view of other commentators 

who suggest that Jesus was testing the woman, or that he knew what she 

was going to say and this was some kind of teaching moment for those 

witnessing the interaction. Usually, the text tells us that Jesus was testing a 

person or knew what they would say … and this story doesn’t. 

 Some scholars suggest that Jesus, tired or not, responded this way 

because he, as a Jew, was conscious of the fact that his mission was to the 

Jewish people, and he knew that he had significant challenges ahead in 

converting the behavior and beliefs of God’s chosen people with only a limited 

time to do it. While there are very few who would argue against the idea that 

Jesus initially understood his mission to be to the Jewish people, this still 

isn’t a very comforting or satisfying answer to why Jesus would speak to a 

woman, even the lowest kind of woman on the social totem pole of the day, in 

a way that was SO denigrating and, literally dehumanizing.   

 It’s easy to imagine that most people, if talked to like this, would 

respond in kind; or, would turn to anger; or, would make themselves small 

and get out of there as fast as possible. But not this woman of Syrophoenician 

birth, instead, she challenges Jesus. She doesn’t challenge his statement of 
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belief that the children, the Israelites, should be fed immediately. Instead, 

she works with his logic, around his logic and then, quite literally, goes 

underneath it and takes away the foundation of the argument. “Yeah, but we 

know how this works, Jesus. The dogs are under the table cleaning up the 

crumbs while the kids are eating.”   

 In the telling of this story in the Gospel according to Matthew, Jesus 

responds to her challenge by saying, “Woman, great is your faith! Let it be 

done for you as you wish.” We get a different story though, here in today’s 

text. Here, Jesus responds to her saying, “For saying that, you may go – the 

demon has left your daughter.” Jesus doesn’t commend the woman’s FAITH 

… he commends her SPEAKING OUT.   

 It might be good to remember what text came right before this story in 

Mark’s gospel. Last week we heard the Pharisees challenge Jesus and his 

disciples because they have not washed their hands before eating a meal.  

Jesus doesn’t challenge the Pharisees’ belief that handwashing is important 

for faithfulness; he just goes around their assumptions and changes the idea 

of cleanliness by expanding its meaning. The Pharisees’ role is to follow the 

law. Jesus tells them, in essence, they’re violating the SPIRIT of the law by 

getting wrapped up in the small details of handwashing. He tells them they 

need to expand their understanding of cleanliness to include not just clean 

hands, but also clean hearts. Then, we arrive at today’s story where Jesus’ 

role and mission is to convert, to change, the Jewish people. This outsider of a 

woman looks at him and basically says, “You’re violating the spirit of the 

mission, you need to expand your understanding of who you’re trying to 

help.”   

 And he does. Let’s give that some time to sink in.  She tells him that 

he’s being too small minded and that he, Jesus, needs to have more 

compassion. And he changes his mind and his mission while saying to this 
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outsider, “For teaching me something, for expanding my understanding, your 

daughter is healed and restored.”   

 In many ways, this interaction changes everything in the Gospel 

according to Mark. From here on out, Jesus’ mission includes all people, not 

only the Israelites. The healing that takes place immediately following this 

interaction shows that the change has been made in Jesus’ understanding 

and in his ministry. He goes on to heal the hearing-impaired man with a 

command that his ears “Be opened.” It’s not ONLY the man’s ears that are 

opened to new life though … it’s also Jesus’ heart and his mission that have 

been opened to new people in new ways.   

 On the one hand, we want to try and understand Jesus’ words and 

actions in this text. We want to be able to find a plausible, satisfactory 

explanation for such harsh behavior. What could POSSIBLY make this kind 

of derogatory statement by the Son of God make sense in our hearts and 

minds?!? But maybe we don’t need to explain away Jesus’ words and actions; 

because, maybe he’s not the teacher in this text. Maybe the woman, who is 

bold enough to speak out so that healing may come … maybe she is our 

teacher in this text.   

 We often, in our understanding and culture based on the Greek 

mindset, believe that GOD NEVER CHANGES.  But throughout scripture, 

especially in the Hebrew text, God changes God’s mind all of the time when 

challenged by the faithfulness of someone bold enough to speak out. Read the 

stories of Abraham, or Moses, or Jonah. Go back and reread the story of 

Jacob, who wrestles with God and insists on a blessing. Read the Psalms 

where the psalmist reminds God of God’s promises and demands that God 

fulfill them! God, in scripture, often changes God’s mind. And it’s always 

toward mercy.   
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 The Syrophoenician woman speaks out. She wrestles with God in the 

flesh. And she changes Jesus’ mind so that his mission is turned toward 

greater mercy. The woman speaks out and her daughter finds healing and is 

returned to community life. The woman speaks out and Jesus’ own mind and 

heart are opened to a wider community. The woman speaks out and the man 

has his hearing and speech restored so that, through this healing, he receives 

the mercy of life with others.   

 All this makes me wonder. What kind of speaking out must we do in 

order for healing to come to community? How do we need to have our hearts 

and minds opened to a greater mission? In today’s text we find that even the 

lowliest and most unqualified of people, when willing to believe and speak to 

God with boldness, can create a future filled with greater acts of justice and 

mercy than can first be imagined. May we, too seek to speak that kind of 

mercy and healing into reality. Amen.   

 

 

 

 

  


