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The Syrophoenician Woman’s Faith
24 From 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,  25 but a 
woman whose little daughter had an unclean spirit 
immediately heard about him, and she came and bowed 
down at his feet.  26 Now the woman was a Gentile, of 
Syrophoenician origin. She begged him to cast the demon 
out of her daughter.  27 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.”  28 But she answered him, “Sir, † even 
the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.”  29 Then 
he said to her, “For saying that, you may go—the demon has 
left your daughter.”  30 So she went home, found the child 
lying on the bed, and the demon gone. 

I like it when a plan comes together.  I like it 
when all of the things that you get together for a 
project just come together in such a way that you 
just end up impressed with yourself.  

And in my somewhat conceited moments, I like 
to imagine that Jesus was that way as well.  That he 
had this plan and he stuck to it, because that’s what 
he believed God was sending him to do.  His plan 
was to go to the Jews, to the ones who had been 
following God for centuries, at least kept trying to.  
Jesus was the sent one from God, sent to bring a 
message of hope, of grace, to God’s people.  

And the plan was coming together pretty well, 
actually.  The disciples seem to understand a bit of 
what Jesus is teaching.  Jesus has visited most of the 
nearby villages and towns.  People are responding.  
Things are looking up.  Jesus just needs a tiny bit of 
breathing room, just a few days of rest.  Maybe out 
to Tyre for a couple of days.  And there his life is 
disturbed.  This woman, this unnamed woman, 
kneels at his feet.  

This is one of those places in Holy Scripture 
where scholars have a lot of trouble with the picture 
of Jesus that is being presented in this passage.  It 
doesn’t fit with what we know about Jesus, 
especially his ability to show compassion and care 
for those whom the rest of society has forgotten.  
The Gospel has already indicated that Jesus has 
withdrawn to a remote region, that of Tyre.  There is 
no other explanation given in the Gospel.  Maybe he 
is trying to find a place to rest, trying to think a few 
things through.  He didn’t want anyone to know he 
is there.  And it doesn’t work.  This woman from the 
region comes in.  And why wouldn’t she?  If we had 
heard that there was this great teacher who was 
camping out at (Regina’s)  Carl and Jayne’s house, 
we’d take the opportunity to go out and see them.   
Maybe even see (Regina) Carl and Jayne while we 
were there. 

Because we would believe that this might be our 
only chance.  And if our daughter or son or 
grandchild was sick, we’d be among the first.   I 
would and you would.
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But Jesus is tired. That’s the trouble that we have 
with this passage.   It shows us a little too much 
Jesus, at least the human side of Jesus. And yet 
Mark is very concerned that we have a view of Jesus 
that is very human.  So we see Jesus’ tiredness here.  
He is worn out.  He is looking for a place to rest, and 
in the midst of his tiredness, this woman comes in 
asking for even more.  She asks for healing for her 
daughter.  Is that too much to ask?

Jesus responds that the children are entitled to 
the food at the table.  It is not right to take the 
children’s food and give it to the dogs.  That’s 
another point where scholars have a little trouble.  
There are some scholars who try to smooth this over 
by saying that this word in Greek is the word for 
puppy.  The truth is that this is not the word that is 
used here. There is another meaning to this word, 
one that refers to a female dog, and one which I will 
not use this morning.  Jesus, in his tiredness, calls 
her a dog.  The woman is quick to come back,  
because she has a great need.  She needs her 
daughter to be well.  Even the dogs are entitled to 
the scraps that fall from the table.  That’s all she 
wants.  Scraps.  Does that seem like too much?  

I think of Shirley.  She and her sister Dianne fell 
victim to one of the schemes designed to defraud 
naive well-to-do folks of their money.  Shirley and 
Dianne lost all their money to an unscrupulous 
business.  All they had left was their old house and 
an old car.  And they were ill.  But they were also 
bitter and demanding.  They were hurt and they 

took it out on everyone.  And they were part of my 
church.  

When the tough times hit, they started asking the 
church for help.  Food mostly, sometimes for 
utilities.  We helped.  As the associate pastor, 
somehow they were assigned to me.  I was kind for 
awhile, but sometimes folks just wear out the 
kindness.  

When my secretary would tell me they were on 
the line, I had to do some deep breathing exercises 
before I answered the phone. I tried to be an 
extension of God’s mercy, but it was tough.  Because 
no matter how much kindness you extended, they 
demanded more from you.  Not more kindness, just 
more.  I took a lot of groceries to their house, which 
was just a couple of blocks from the church.  

Shirley had to be admitted to the hospital and in 
the middle of her stay, their house was foreclosed 
upon.  Now they were homeless.  We helped them 
into an apartment, moved all their things for them.  
Brought them groceries.  Helped them out.  

After a few months, one of their relatives died 
and they moved into their house.  Now instead of 
being just a couple of blocks away they were about 
20 miles one way.  

It was the day before Christmas Eve and we were 
closing the church for the day when Shirley called 
the church.  She and Dianne were out of food, and 
wondered if we could bring some food out.  My 
secretary was really nice to them on the phone, but I 
can’t use the words she used when she hung up.  
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When you make an 84 year old woman mad, you’ve 
stepped over a line.  But we loaded up my little 
pickup with a bed full of groceries, and I drove 20 
miles on a snow-packed road out to their house.  
The last mile was not even paved, was just mud and 
snow, and I had a lot of trouble keeping the little 
truck on the road.  When I pulled into the drive and 
parked about 50 feet from the house, Shirley was 
standing at the door, smoking a cigarette with her 
oxygen on.  “You just need to keep your mouth shut, 
I kept telling myself, and smile. Be kind. Be loving.  
Do what Jesus would do.”  But in my mind I was 
thinking that Jesus had never met Shirley and 
Dianne.  I took the groceries into their house, 
listened to them complain about their life and their 
doctors and their family and their friends.  And I 
knew that as soon as I left I would probably be 
added to the complaint list.  

Maybe that’s a little like Jesus felt.  Like he had 
been pushed beyond any boundaries that he had set 
up for himself.  Pushed to give grace where grace 
was not exactly entitled.  

Can you think of a time when you would ask the 
same question of God?  I’m not asking for 
everything, but just a little bit would be OK.  I don’t 
need to have a full seat at the table, some crumbs on 
the floor would be all right with me.  I remember 
that when 5000 were fed, there were twelve baskets 
left over.  All I need is just a little bit out of one of 
those baskets.  

So the woman waits, anxious for the word from 
Jesus’ lips that will heal her daughter.  Just a word.  
A crumb.  It would be enough.  All she wanted was 
crumbs.  

This desperate woman pushes him, stretches his 
vision of God's grace, makes clear to him in an 
unexpected and initially unwelcome way that there 
is room in God's kingdom for all, for Jew and 
Gentile, male and female, slave and free, insider and 
outsider, even dogs like her and her daughter.

She changed Jesus’ mind.  Extended the 
boundaries of God’s grace to include us and others 
who are like us.    Because God doesn’t have 
boundaries.  No matter how we keep trying to define 
them for God, God gets to decide.  Our job in this is 
to keep looking for those who need just a crumb of 
love, of grace, of compassion. We know what it ‘s 
like, because we’ve been there ourselves.  Maybe 
we’re even still there a bit.  

If so, then I think we should give thanks for this 
desperate mother and her fierce parental love, for in 
it we see as clearly as anywhere in the Gospel the 
character of God's tenacious commitment and God's 
similarly fierce love for all of God's children.

There is one more thing this passage might bring 
to us today.  It can also remind us of the unexpected 
blessing and insight a stranger might bring to us.  
Think about some of the folks who have come to be 
a part of this church in the last few years.  If we can’t 
think of many, well, then we need to work harder, be 
more welcoming.  
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Sometimes what we really want to happen when 
folks come into a church like ours is to just wait it 
out with them until they become like us.  And every 
once in awhile someone who is totally different from 
us might join us for worship, and then we have to 
ask how we will welcome that one.  Will strangers 
feel welcome, or well, strange?  Will they sense that 
people are eager to make a place for them or feel the 
need to fit in and conform to the way things are?

My “different folk” were Dianne and Shirley.  
Because they were children of God, and they taught 
me that there are a lot of different ways to look at 
the world, a lot of different ways that folks respond 
to the crises in their life, a lot of different ways to be 
a part of the family of God.  I brought them food, not 
out of my own gratefulness for knowing them, but 
out of my awareness that they are children of God.  
It took awhile, but I grew into gratefulness.  And 
today I am thankful for them.  May God think the 
same of us because a woman knelt at Jesus’ feet.  
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