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Reflection – September 5, 2021 
Mark 7:24-37 & James 2:1-17  

 
 

In last week’s gospel text, Jesus took to task the Pharisees and scribes for their 

ideas of “purity” and their judgment of those who did not conform to their 

standards of piety. Now, as if to prove his point, Jesus heads off into “impure” 

territory, the gentile region of Tyre. 

As the summer winds down and fall approaches, the themes of this week’s 

readings – both the tenacious, active character of genuine faith and the ever-

opening, outward character of God’s mission. It is something for us here at 

Cordova Bay to keep in mind as we start a new academic year and as we discern 

how God might be opening us up and sending us out further into the world than 

we might be familiar with. 

It seems that Jesus is exhausted and seeking some “down time,” as he “entered a 

house and did not want anyone to know he was there. Yet he could not escape 

notice” (Mark 7:24). Even in this gentile region, it seems, word has spread about 

Jesus. He cannot escape demands for his healing power. 

The geography geek in me (that’s what my undergrad degree is in) is drawn to the 

geographical clues in this gospel passage. In chapters 5 and 6, Jesus performs 

miracles in primarily Jewish territory, but now in chapters 7 and 8 he is travelling 

in primarily in Gentile territory, healing and feeding 4000 people. The movement 

in Mark, whose audience was primarily Gentile, is the saving, healing, liberating 

work of God expanding in scope from Jewish circles outward, eventually including 

all people. Today’s story is a decisive pivot point in this larger narrative of 

scandalous, widening inclusion. Tyre and Sidon were both coastal cities in the 

Roman province of Syria, and an ancient nemesis of Israel. So for Mark’s 

audience, these cities simultaneously evoked not just foreign but also hostile 

territory. 

It is here in Tyre that the woman approaches Jesus, breaking through every 

traditional barrier that should prevent her from doing so. She is “a Gentile, of 

Syrophoenician origin” (Mark 7:26). In other words, she is implicitly impure, one 
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who lives outside of the land of Israel and outside of the law of Moses, a 

descendant of the ancient enemies of Israel. She is also a woman, unaccompanied 

by a husband or male relative, who initiates a conversation with a strange man — 

another taboo transgressed. 

On top of all of this, her daughter is possessed by a demon. Although we are not 

told exactly how the demon affected her daughter, we can probably guess from 

other stories about demon-possessed people that it made her act in bizarre and 

anti-social ways. This woman and her daughter were not the kind of family most 

people would be likely to invite over for dinner. Any way you look at it, this 

woman is an outsider.  

But note, she doesn’t let that stop her. She throws herself at Jesus’s feet. Her 

sheer audacity is nothing short of scandalous in its first century context. She 

doesn’t even know him, but she boldly makes her plea. She traverses barriers set 

not only by cultural norms, but also by religion, ethnicity, and longstanding 

enmity between peoples. 

(I love this woman). 

Jesus’ response to this outsider was harsh. When the woman falls at his feet and 

begs him to heal her daughter, Jesus says, “Let the children be fed first, for it is 

not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs” (Mark 7:27).  

I have to confess that Jesus’ response here makes me just want to through out 

the whole story. It seems so unlike the compassionate teacher that I know from 

other stories. Have you ever been at a party and someone you love says 

something cringe-worthy, maybe a little racist or sexist, something that makes 

you want to groan out loud or exclaimed “Why did you say that?! You are better 

than that! I know you are better than that.” That is how I feel about Jesus in this 

story. 

How could he say such a thing? He appears to be quoting a bit of Jewish folk 

wisdom, but that does not lessen its sting. Some interpreters propose that Jesus is 

testing the woman to tease out her affirmation of faith. Others propose that here 
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we see we see the very human side of Jesus, exhausted and needing a break, or 

perhaps not yet understanding the scope of his own mission. 

I think this story is less about what Jesus does and more about the woman’s 

actions and faith - and Jesus’ response to her.  

While we cannot know exactly what Jesus was thinking, it is clear that when 

approached by the Syrophoenician woman, Jesus’ immediate response is to 

appeal to the limits of his mission, his call to serve his own people. There are very 

few instances were Jesus refuses to heal someone. 

When this tenacious mother comes back at him with her clever response, “Sir, 

even the little dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs” (Mark 7:28), Jesus 

heals the daughter from a distance, never actually touching her, not even seeing 

her in person. “For saying that, you may go, Jesus says. The demon has left your 

daughter” (Mark 7:29). Jesus can only agree that God’s love and healing power 

know no ethnic, political, or social boundaries. “So she went home, found the 

child lying on the bed, and the demon gone” (Mark 7:30). 

She seems to change the trajectory of Jesus’ mission, opening it up. 

From Tyre, Jesus heads off to the region of the Decapolis, further north into 

gentile territory and away further from his home base in Galilee. Perhaps he is still 

seeking to escape notice and to rest a bit, or perhaps he has a new vision of his 

mission beyond the borders of his home territory. In any case, once again 

escaping notice proves impossible. “They brought to him a deaf man who also had 

an impediment in his speech, and they begged him to lay his hand on him” (Mark 

7:32). 

Like the Syrophoenician woman, this man too is an outsider. He is cut off from the 

world by his inability to hear and communicate with others. This time Jesus does 

not hesitate to respond to a desperate request, though he does take the man 

aside, away from the crowd. In a very earthy scene, Jesus puts his fingers in the 

man’s ears, spits, and touches the man’s tongue, and then says “Ephphatha!” 

(Eph-pha-tha) which in Aramaic means, “Be opened!” Immediately, the narrator 

tells us, “the man’s ears were opened and his tongue was released, and he spoke 
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plainly” (Mark 7:35). Suddenly this man is able to hear and communicate with 

those around him. [As an aside: I think it is crucial for us in the 21st not to be 

ablelist here, not to think that a person is only whole if they are physically able).  

The important part is that not only is he physically healed, he is also restored to 

his community. 

These two healing stories, both of outsiders, taking place in gentile territory - One 

a very public healing, the other very private – are interesting as we come to the 

communion table today. Christ’s table where we declare that all are welcome, not 

just for crumbs but for a feast. 

How is this story speaking truth into today’s world, into our world? 

Spiritual nourishment for the faithful is of course essential, but the congregation’s 

mission cannot end there. Like Jesus himself, his disciples are continually called to 

a larger vision of mission — one that aims to embrace the outsider, the stranger, 

even the enemy. 

Elizabeth Johnson tells about some interesting discussions in relation to the story 

of the Syrophoenician woman with her students at the Lutheran Institute of 

Theology in Cameroon. They were troubled by this story because they had heard 

Muslims use this story — and particularly Jesus’ words in Matthew, “I was sent 

only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” — to tell people that the Christian 

faith is not really for Africans. 

Her response is that it is easy to take one verse out of context, but one has to 

read to the end of the story. At the end of the story, Jesus praises the woman’s 

faith, and her daughter is healed. She does receive the gift of salvation. We are all 

included in this gift, no matter what our nationality, ethnicity, or social status. 

But then she realized that it is easy for her to say that, coming from a place of 

privilege as a white American. She sensed that her students were not convinced 

that it is enough to have crumbs from the table. Materially speaking, that is pretty 

much all that they have ever had. They don’t want to be told that they should be 

satisfied with spiritual crumbs as well. 



5 
 

For those of us who are used to having a place at the table, perhaps we need to 

be reminded that none of us has any right or privilege whatsoever to claim with 

God. We all come as beggars to the table, and it is solely by God’s grace that we 

are fed. Perhaps we need also to be reminded that God’s table is immeasurably 

larger than we can imagine. 

For those who identify more easily with the Syrophoenician woman begging for 

crumbs, it must be said that Jesus does not leave any of us in a state of 

beggarliness. He seats us at the table and claims us as God’s beloved children — 

children from every tribe and language and nation. Even crumbs from the table 

would be enough for our healing and salvation. But Jesus has given more than 

enough. He sets an abundant, life-giving feast for all. 

Mark portrays salvation as continuously being opened up, always moving 

outward, beyond all attempts to contain it. This gospel reading inspires us to 

reflect on the nature of genuine faith. It’s not a type of certainty, rather, it’s a 

type of courage. As the Syrophoenician woman demonstrates, genuine faith is 

bold. It’s daring and insistent. It puts things in proper perspective. It marshals 

every resource available, from wit to wisdom, insight to impertinence. It seek God 

out with both vim and vigor, and is finally unafraid to wrestle, to strive, to struggle 

with God. (This is important to me personally, I appreciate sacred stories that give 

me permission to question and struggle with God. I don’t know if I could believe if 

there wasn’t room for that, if I had to believe in dogma without any questions. I 

am thankful for  ). In short, like those dogs under the table, faith is tenacious, 

living and active. As James puts it, “So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead” 

(James 2:17). 

It is important to reflect on God’s tenacious, living and active mission, the same 

mission in which the church/we are being called to participate. As illustrated by 

Jesus moving from Galilee into gentile territory, God’s mission is always being 

opened, always surprising us with its ever-unfolding breadth and generosity. 

We have to ask ourselves, who are the outsiders in our lives and our faith 

communities, whom do we fail to include in our working understanding of God’s 

grace? To whom are we closed off? Those across the political aisle? Those with 
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mental health issues? Those who belong to another religion, or culture, or set of 

values? In what ways do we need to hear Jesus’ challenging, liberating words, “Be 

opened”? 
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Be opened 
         Then looking up to heaven, he sighed  
         and said to him, “Ephphatha,” that is, “Be opened.”  
                   —Mark 7.34 
 

Ears, be opened, 
to hear the song of God. 
Eyes, be opened, 
to see with love. 
Heart, be opened, 
to trust the blessing. 
Mind, be opened, 
to accept what I have not yet seen. 
Lips, be opened, 
to utter grace. 
Heaven, be opened, 
that I may be close to God. 
Soul, be opened, 
to receive the Beloved who is here. 
People, be opened 
to the miracle among you. 
 
 
 
         Breath prayer: 
                                    Be … opened 

_________________  
Steve Garnaas-Holmes  
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