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What a gospel this morning. This is the only recorded occasion in the 

scriptures where Jesus has clearly got it wrong. It is the only occasion 

where Jesus loses the argument – and it’s with a woman too. 

Jesus got it wrong!!! Jesus thought it was one way and it turned out to 

be another. How is it that he we know as the Son of God and the Son of 

Man can be wrong? After all, Jesus is perfect isn’t he? Isn’t that the 

point? I mean, why would the authors of the gospels show him in such 

a bad light? After all, the poor woman was only asking for help for her 

sick daughter. Isn’t that what Jesus was supposed to give? 

A little background might help. Jesus was a devout Jew by birth, 

education, religious life and enculturation. No brainer. Jesus was a fully 

human person like you and me. No brainer. No surprise then that Jesus 

would share in our experience of what it means to be born a particular 

human in a particular time and in a particular place – in his case; 

Jewish, two thousand years ago, in Israel. 

Now, if you were Jewish two thousand years ago in Israel you were an 

oppressed people living under Roman dictatorship. Self survival was the 

name of the game. So, with one’s back against the wall, it was very, 

very important to be as Jewish as possible. Jesus understood the 

urgency of that task. Israel was called to be God’s people. God would 

never abandon them because God was faithful. And Israel was to be 
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faithful to God in return. If they could be more faithful, the kingdom of 

God would come and everything would be set right. 

This was the passion of Jesus’ life. His entire focus is on accomplishing 

that mission. Time is short. He isn’t going to last long. He has some 

good disciples, but there are a lot of powerful forces that could and 

would act to destroy him at any moment. It is vitally important that he 

be focused on the task at hand. No wonder then that he needs to be 

focused and he’s just about to discover the pitfalls of being fully 

human. 

In this particular story, Jesus is exhausted. He has fled from Israel to 

Tyre for a well-deserved rest. 

Imagine the inconvenience then, the sheer irritation of being stopped 

in his tracks by this Gentile, this non-jew, this alien, this foreigner, this 

mother of Syrophoenician origin who was demanding help for the 

daughter being beset by demons (a person considered unclean under 

the Jewish law and unworthy of approaching anyone let alone such a 

prestigious rabbi as Jesus.).  

Sad it might be, but Jesus has more important, more urgent things to 

do – saving Israel and bringing about the kingdom for one. Doesn’t she 



3 
 

understand that it’s difficult enough dealing with Israel without taking 

on the whole world?!  

"Let the children be fed first,” he says,” for it is not fair to take the 

children's food and throw it to the dogs."  Let me fix Israel first and 

then I might get to you lesser people later. Hearing that now, two 

thousand years later, we might well think that an extraordinary 

response coming from the man we call the Son of God. The man we call 

all-compassion; the man who, above all others, we expect to attend to 

the needs of the disenfranchised. He, above all, is supposed to love 

them, heal them, and advocate for them - and here he is refusing to 

help.  

But the woman is persistent. She knows what love should look like. She 

refuses to take no for an answer. She does not give in. Quick as a flash, 

she retorts, "Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children's 

crumbs." 

She really was a flash. The flash, the sting of those words pulls this 

particular Jew up short. It is as though Jesus sees and hears himself on 

this issue for the first time. He has found himself responding to another 

human being as being less important than another. Why? Was it 

because she was a woman? I doubt it. Jesus had an extraordinary track 

record with women. Was it because she was yet another person asking 
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for healing at the end of a long day? Jesus has never refused help 

before. No, he had refused to help because she was foreign – not-

Israel, not one of us. And in an instant he restores the health of the 

woman’s daughter. 

The daughter is made whole and Jesus has been changed. 

That’s how prejudice works. We simply have no idea that the way in 

which we are viewing the world is flawed. Instead, we imagine we know 

at least something about the way things should be. But if even Jesus 

could be blind, for whatever reason, we must know it is true of us too. 

Jesus was not some fake, half baked, sort-of human. He came to live a 

fully human life and to know the pain of getting it wrong. 

 If this story tells the truth about our capacity to experience prejudice 

within our own self, just as surely Jesus shows us how to deal with it – 

how to turn it around. Name it for what it is, says Jesus, and change the 

way you see and speak and act. In doing so we will be made whole and 

the world will be changed 

Surely it is not a coincidence that the gospel reports that Jesus very 

next miracle was the healing of a man who was both deaf and impaired 

in his speech – the perfect image of human blindness. Not hearing the 

truth and thus being unable to speak the truth. 
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God has a way of challenging the way we arrange things. Just when we 

think we have everything stitched up, God turns things upside down. 

And when God turns things upside down it becomes painfully obvious 

where we have got ourselves into a mess. 

While the problems of our world feel complex and difficult, even 

overwhelming, the message is clear. Jesus was and is about removing 

and breaking down the barriers that divide us.  Living as we do at a time 

of great division we need to hold this story close to our hearts.  

Being perfect has nothing to do with being right all the time, having a 

lot of power, or forcing other people to conform to our perspective. 

Being perfect has to do with being true of heart - exercising our 

compassion, our love for each other, and our concern for the wellbeing 

of the community to which we belong. It means taking responsibility for 

our worst moments, letting go of grudges and prejudices that diminish 

our relationships and diminish us. It means being open to the possibility 

of something new – and that possibility might not be coming from you. 

Jesus’ life and action are our model for breaking down the human 

barriers that divide us still. We will make mistakes. We will make a 

mess. We will hold wrong opinions and maintain distorted perspectives. 
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People will be hurt and harmed because of them. That is the dark fact 

of our existence.  

But in those grace filled moments when our sight is restored we are to 

trample the barriers between us to dust. Nothing less will do. On those 

occasions when some persistent person or outrageous event causes 

new light to shine in our understanding, we are to set out on God’s own 

highway. In those times of darkness and confusion when some glimmer 

of truth breaks through, we are to go with the Spirit.  

For Jesus learned, and from him we know, that he had come not just 

for a nation but for the entire world. He came that God might make 

“the whole creation new”. And that included everyone who draws 

breath on this fragile planet. 

Amen.  


