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Last week we explored Jesus’ conversational 
ability to take some into deeper waters in very 
short order. Through time, space, respect, solitude, 
and love, Jesus brought Peter to his knees. The 
Master, Jesus, ensnared Peter, even though Peter 
was the fishermen. 

This week’s conversation with the 
Syrophoenician woman is in marked contrast. For 
the woman seems to take Jesus to places He does 
not want to go. As we explore it further, we will see 
in Christ an openness, a willingness to listen and 
engage, not normally attributed to one in 
command of so much. It is this departure from 
others in power that makes Jesus unique. 

Jesus demonstrates an openness to associate 
with all people, an openness to conversations that 
truly are an exchange of ideas, and, most 
amazingly, an openness to change. 

Jesus is Open to All People 

It’s not news to us, but we must underscore it. 
Men in those days, and particularly Jewish men, did 
not engage in conversation with women of a 
different religion and culture out on the street. 
Jesus is risking His own social status. We have seen 
His willingness to break this convention for the 
woman at the well and others. 

This openness by Jesus automatically elevates 
these powerless people in the eyes of others. 
Simply by addressing them, He is giving them 
dignity and self-worth in a time when that was in 
very short supply for so many, especially for 
women. His willingness to engage in conversation 
with women and those of different religions makes 
a statement without saying anything. This is 
another masterful stroke. He is teaching the 
crowds, and us as well, that everyone deserves this 
basic respect. 

We may not even realize it, but we have our 
own social norms that relegate people to second-
class status. I remember on a mission trip to 
Toronto with my senior high youth group, our local 
host invited us to walk the streets at midnight 
(Toronto streets are very safe!). He and I stood back 
as we watched our young people. Two of our young 
ladies began to engage some homeless people. I 
walked over to make sure everything was safe. 

As I heard the conversation I realized that these 
ladies had a gift. They spoke to these two men 
exactly like they would anyone else. They did not 
have to try. There was no fear in their voice, no 
condescension, and no self-righteous pity. This was 
a gift they were giving these homeless people, a 
rare encounter simply as fellow travelers in this 
world, connecting in the most human of ways, by 
talking. 

To be able to engage someone with such 
openness to their inherit dignity, no matter their 
station, no matter how much or how little money in 
the bank, no matter when their last shower was, no 
matter their race, or their political views is not easy 
in this world. We have been trained through our 
culture to fear, divide, categorize, and judge. These 
two young ladies emulated Jesus’ willingness to 
meet all people as people.  

Jesus is open to encounters that aren’t one sided  

And yet Jesus surprises us in this encounter. His 
words, at first, don't seem to convey respect for her 
or her daughter. He calls her a dog! 

Some context will be helpful. In those days, the 
Jews and the Syrophoenicians were bitter enemies. 
An ancient Jewish historian named Josephus, 
roughly contemporary with Jesus, tells the parable 
of a man who goes before a king with two plates. 
The first plate he explains is the plate of the human 
and it still has the bones on it because humans 
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don't eat bones. The second plate is completely 
empty and it is a dog’s plate, it is a Syrophoenician’s 
plate because, like animals, they devour everything 
– even the bones.  

They were enemies because the Phoenicians 
would hoard all the food and Jewish people, in the 
countryside in that area of the world, were 
constantly on the brink of starvation. Thus Jesus’ 
statement, “It is not fair to take the children’s food 
and throw it to the dogs.” The Jews were 
accustomed to the Phoenicians, like dogs, stealing 
food from their tables. And so, Jesus was prodding 
this woman to see what kind of person she was. 
Was she another Phoenician trying to steal what 
rightfully belongs to the Jews – in this case the 
blessings of the Messiah? Or simply a mother 
desperately looking to save her daughter? 

And so, even though Jesus makes what seems 
to be a surprising statement, ultimately this is 
another example of His openness. He is willing to 
engage this woman in a real conversation. Unlike 
His conversation with Peter, that he completely 
controlled, with this woman we see a real exchange 
of ideas taking place.  

When she replies, “Sir, even the dogs under the 
table eat the children’s crumbs,” Jesus instantly 
knew, in that humble response, she was not 
someone who believed she was superior to the 
Jews, but someone motivated out of deep love for 
her daughter. Jesus has been shaped by this 
encounter and His heart moved to say to the 
women, “For saying that, you may go - the demon 
has left your daughter.” 

Jesus openness and willingness to change has a 
profound implication for our lives 

First we see how it impacted the disciples. 

In the end, even though Jesus understands his 
mission as a call by God to be the Messiah for the 
Jewish people, He chooses to heal this woman. We 
see this pattern occur throughout the Gospels. 
When Jesus encounters basic human need, 
whoever it might be, He offers His compassion and 
His healing. 

I believe it was examples, such as this, that 
opened the disciples’ hearts and minds to bringing 
Christ to Gentiles as well as Jews. When they saw 
Jesus’ primary motivation as love rather than law, 
they felt compelled to share that with everyone.  

Jesus demonstrated for the disciples a different 
kind of Lordship than they were used to seeing. It 
was a Lordship not that lorded power over others, 
but that used that power, that wisdom, to 
understand people on a deeper level and to really 
listen, a rare gift in today’s world and in Jesus’ time.  

If Jesus, our Lord, is open to being changed in 
conversation with others, it absolutely requires the 
same of us. 

This means that those moments in the 
conversation in which we are not speaking, must 
not be used to formulate our response. It must be 
a time in which we are truly, authentically, and 
respectfully considering what the other person is 
saying. 

Conversation is more than talking. In fact, the 
most important time takes place when our mouth 
is closed. Today we don't have conversations or 
exchanges of ideas in the public arena. Rather, 
whether it is on social media, presidential debates, 
or news shows, we have shouting matches. 

As followers of Christ in this world we are to be 
people set apart. As disciples of Jesus we are not 
only to believe Jesus is Lord but we must commit to 
walking the same path that he did. 

The radical action Christ calls us to, is to listen. 

This requires a certain vulnerability, because it 
means we have to let the words of another sink all 
the way down to our heart. This openness is 
ultimately an openness to God, for we never know 
whom God might be placing in our lives to lead us 
into a deeper understanding and greater love for 
Christ. 


