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Scripture – Mark 7:24-30

I remember when I was growing up in Pontiac, Michigan, that there was a strong prejudice against African-Americans.  In the 50’s and 60’s they had to eat in separate areas of restaurants if they were allowed in and waited on at all.  They had their own water fountains and their own schools.  My father didn’t believe in that and taught me that prejudice was wrong.

When I went to Olivet College in Olivet, Michigan in the 70’s, I was shocked to find that prejudice was still alive and well.  But I befriended many students, including African Americans and those from the Middle East and Southeast Asia, while there.  I was the only friend that many of them had during their whole time at college.  I tried hard to show them that all Americans weren’t mean and prejudiced.

Our story in the Gospel of Mark today is about prejudice.  It’s about prejudice against people who are different and whom the society, of that day, said were unclean.

There is so much in this story.  There is so much more that we miss if we just read it on the surface.  In fact, this story is the Gospel in a nutshell.  Let’s look at it more closely.

Our story opens with Jesus getting away to the region of Tyre and Sidon.  Tyre and Sidon were two cities in Phoenicia which is in modern Syria.  Tyre is known as the place where humans first used the stars to navigate the seas.  Where other sailors had to hug the coasts when they sailed and did not sail at night, the sailors from Tyre were able to sail at night, even to the unknown areas of Britain.  It is also believed, by some, that they circumnavigated Africa many thousands of years ago.  Sidon was 26 miles to the northeast of Tyre and is so old, as a city, that no one knows who founded it.

Jesus probably came to this area for a temporary escape from the attack He was receiving at the hands of the Pharisees in Jerusalem.  This area was far from Jerusalem and quiet.  Secondly, this area has a history tied to the Jews.  Even though the people from Tyre and Sidon were considered by the Jews to be Gentiles, Tyre and Sidon actually was part of the land allocated to the Tribe of Asher, a Tribe of Israel when the Hebrew people settled in Canaan.  Joshua 19:28-29 says, “…as far as Sidon the Great… reaching to the fortified city of Tyre...”  

Earlier in this chapter Jesus confronts the Jewish leaders trying to convince them of the difference between clean and unclean foods.  It may very well be the gospel writer, led by the Holy Spirit, placed this story here to convey that the Gentiles, though considered unclean people by the Jews, also had their place in God’s kingdom and were rightful heirs to God’s promises.
Next our story says Jesus entered a house there and was approached by a woman whose daughter was possessed by an unclean spirit.  She threw herself at Jesus’ feet and pleads with Him to cast out the demon from her daughter.  Now this woman, according to the Scriptures, was a Greek from Syro-Phoenicia.  As I stated earlier, the Jews considered people from this area outcasts.   Jesus, being a Jew, was obligated to treat her as unclean and not associate with her.   Not even talk to her.  Yet, He responds to her plea.

His response, though, is not one we would think Jesus should say.  In fact, most of us have difficulty with Jesus’ response to this woman who is just trying to help her daughter.  Jesus tells her in verse 27, “Let the children first be fed, for it is not right to take the children’s bread and throw it to the dogs.”  These words seem harsh when we first hear them.  We think, ‘Hey Jesus, you could have ignored her or told her you didn’t have time for her, but not that she was associated with dogs’.

Now in Greek there are two words for ‘dog’.  The word ‘kuon’ refers to the wild dogs of the streets.  A natural dog.  The Greeks frequently used it to refer to a shameless woman.  It was a word similar to the connotation of the ‘b’ word of today.

The other word for ‘dog’ is ‘kunarion’.  This word meant a little dog or a puppy.  It was this word that Jesus used in our story in Mark 7 when talking to the Syrophoenician woman.  To the Greeks, the use of this word conveyed affection.  So, Jesus, in essence, took the sting out of the word the Jew would use for a Greek woman ‘kuon’ and instead used the affectionate word ‘kunarion’, or puppy.


Also, his tone of voice surely made all the difference.  The tone of voice could make the difference between an insult and an affectionate address.  How many of us have used animal words to denote affection to ones we love, like ‘teddy bear’ and ‘cuddly bear’.   But we could completely change the connotation of their meaning by the tone of voice we use.

Jesus surely was keeping the door open to this Gentile woman in using the diminutive form of the word for ‘dog’.  He told her that the children must be fed first and what was left could be used to feed the puppies or pets.  The inference here is that the Word of God, the Gospel, was first for the Jews.  Can’t you just see Jesus saying this with a smile to the woman helping her to see he was leaving the door open for her?

If we understand a certain First century custom inferred in this story it will help us to better understand what Jesus is saying here.  In Jesus’ day, there were no forks, knives, or napkins.  People ate their food with their hands and wiped their dirty hands with chunks of bread which were then flung away where the house-dogs, ‘diminutive dogs’, would eat them.   So, the woman is telling Jesus, ‘Yes, I know the children need feeding first but can’t I have the scraps, the chunks of bread with food on them?’
Can’t you see Jesus smiling again?  Here was a faith that would not take no for an answer.  Here was a woman whose faith was tested and found to be real. 

James talks about the use of our tongues which we talked about last week.  In Chapter 2, verse 1 he says, “My brethren, show no partiality as you hold the faith our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of Glory.”  Show no partiality.  You see, in the First century church, no less, those with fine clothing and money were given special treatment and seats over the poor who had tattered clothing and no money.  James says this is wrong.  He goes on in verse 8 to say, “If you really fulfill the royal law, according to the Scripture, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself’, you do well.  But if you show partiality, if you are prejudiced, you commit sin and are convicted by the law as transgressors.  

You and I, as people of Judeo-Christian heritage, people of the promise of God to Abraham, need to listen to Mark and James’ words.  We need to be sure that we don’t show partiality under any circumstances.  We must proclaim that all people are God’s people.  Paul says in Galatians 3:28-29, “For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”

Even if people are prejudiced against us in our Covid times (such as saying mean things to us if we support Covid vaccines and wearing masks), we must believe that prejudice is wrong and we must live out our lives knowing that their prejudice is wrong.  The concept of impartiality is not of this world.  The world through various media tells us that, by buying certain products, we are better than everyone else.  Impartiality is a strong statement that we are different  All people are one in Christ and our impartiality makes the world sit up and take notice and lets them know we are not of this world.
Many, and I hope most of us, practice impartiality and treat everyone as equals. Today, I pray God will cleanse our hearts of any prejudices that we may be struggling with.  We need to ask our Creator to make us pure so our complete loving nature, given us by God, may shine.  
In Jesus Name.  Amen.

