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Mark 7:24-30
The Children’s Crumbs

Geography is important in Mark and so we have to know where places are to understand what is being communicated.  Jesus’ own people saw the world divided into two; between our people and all other people.  We are the chosen, good people, the ones God loves and we live here and all others are the bad people that God and we want nothing to do with and they live there. Every town, every region, every area was seen in light of this division and in our text Jesus sets out to visit regions we all know as alien.  
This territorial awareness reminded me of growing up north of Randolph, Nebraska, my town and the town inhabited primarily by people of German descent but living very near the border of territory that belonged to Wausa; Swedish people, Swansons, Johnsons, and Andersons, tall blonds with advantages in basketball.  Driving west and through their territory had a different, more foreign feel for me.  I wasn’t sure they would be friendly if my car should stall.  Now this is all irrational and even humorous but I felt it as a kid and still felt it last week fifty years later.  But now there is a new development.  With the onrush of agricultural development most shallow wells in the land have either gone dry or become polluted and so our farm is being hooked up to a new source for its drinking water.  And of all places, our water is being piped from Wausa!  While in Nebraska I found myself drinking water come from the home of people of Swedish descent!  
“From there Jesus set out and went away to the region of Tyre.”  Jesus had been along the north shore of the Sea of Galilee, our territory, and now he heads toward the region of Tyre, clearly not our territory, the territory of Gentiles.  The text doesn’t tell us why he is doing this. For some reason “he entered a house and did not want anyone to know he was there.”  Maybe he was on vacation and wanted some down time to get his bearing.  But the text says, “He could not escape notice” and “a woman whose little daughter had an unclean spirit immediately heard about him.”  So much for time off!  This woman came and bowed down at his feet; not an unusual act had they been back in our country where we expect a certain degree of civility and trust in each other but now the text reveals that the woman is a Gentile, of Syrophoenician origin.  She is from Wausa, only more so!   
From our point of view she is an outsider, a person of no account and a woman to boot.  And she has a daughter with an unclean spirit, what ever that is.  She is not one of us on several counts.  This woman from Wausa “begged him to cast the demon out of her daughter.”  And she wants this after the text clearly says he wanted time alone.  

Could this explain the grumpiness of his response?  I don’t think so but judge for your self.  “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.”  What a mean thing to say!  It is almost like the unclean spirit inhabiting the little girl has entered into Jesus.  He suggest that he has responsibility to feed his own people first and since she is not one of his own, she and her daughter are no better than a dog to him.  This is one of those texts I would never touch if I weren’t a lectionary interpreter.  
This is a bit of a side bar, but I got to thinking about the importance of dogs in human families.  In most families, if you have a dog or two it is clear to all who is the bottom rung in the family hierarchy; Fido.  It is reassuring to know that we will never slip lower than our canine friends—they provide the bottom.  Perhaps this hints at our fear of being in the dog house, treated like a dog, or leading a dog’s life.  No matter who we are, we can feel good about ourselves as humans because we are better than the dogs.  

While on my parent’s farm last week I distinctly remember carrying out the dishwater that had gravy scrapes in it and throwing it on the zinnias to water them.  Izzie and Dolly immediately pushed the flowers aside to lick up the scrapes.  In my family if we give the dogs any meat at all it’s often mixed with dishwater, discarded pie crust and melted jello and they don’t mind.  It appears Dogs have no dignity.  To say “it is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs” is a low blow and a huge putdown.  
Let’s see how our foreign woman responds.  “But she answered him, ‘Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.’”  The woman does not take offense at Jesus.  She is not scandalized and instead addresses Jesus with respect.  “Sir,” she replies, “even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.”  Her daughter may have an unclean spirit and Jesus may be exhibiting it in his arrogant retort to the woman but she travels the high road and continues to treat Jesus as a human being—a child of the living God.  She now models kingdom behavior as Jesus appears to snub her.  
Interpreters have always struggled with this passage.  How would you explain it to someone if they asked you what it meant?  What would you say to your kids?  Some people simply doubt that Jesus said such a thing.  This is the kind of passage that fuels attempts at arriving at the historical Jesus.  This is where scholars try to figure out what Jesus really did say and what he didn’t say so that we can determine what he was trying to do and how he actually thought.  And they decide we don’t think he actually said this.  It is too un-Jesus like so he must not have said it.  That is one solution on how to interpret the “mean thing” that Jesus said to this woman from Wausa.  
Others have taken an almost opposite approach.  They like a very human Jesus who might have bought into the stereotypes of his people to some extent.  Like all Jews of his day he was prejudiced against Gentiles and so said this with out thinking. But he was a quick learner when the persistence and cleverness of the woman taught him to be more open to the faith of Gentiles.  With this approach Jesus models being willing to learn from a woman who teaches him tolerance toward people of other faiths.  This interpretation has been popular since the women’s movement of the 60’s and 70’s.
A third approach contrasts the response of the Pharisees to Jesus after Jesus told them they were hypocrites in last week’s lectionary passage with the response of the foreign woman this week.  Within the 7th chapter of Mark the religious leaders of Jesus’ own people are scandalized by the offensive things Jesus says to them.  Jesus also says offensive things to this foreign woman but it does not offend her.  She is not scandalized and instead continues to believe in Jesus.  At one point Jesus says “blessed are those who are not scandalized by me” and this woman is an example of such a person. 
In last weeks text the Pharisees noticed that some of Jesus’ disciples did not wash their hands before eating.  Since this is a huge rule for religious people in Jesus’ culture, they want to know why Jesus doesn’t make them wash their hands.  In response Jesus calls them hypocrites who insist the outside of their body be clean while they are pouring forth filth from their insides and infecting the world. He is saying the evil infecting the world has its source inside us and has nothing to do with keeping rules.  They don’t like hearing this and reject Jesus for saying it.
Now this week Jesus says something that the woman could experience as equally offensive but she not scandalized.  Now here is the point, the new insight.  She accepts the offense of being on a lower plane than Jesus and beginning there expands the image that makes clear all are fed the bread of truth and compassion.  “Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.” Crumbs are small pieces of bread.
The crumbs of communion are for all.  Even those at the bottom, those who dwell under the table, those others consider unworthy and rejected are fed.  She, the outsider from another religion, somehow knows there are no differences with God and all are loved.  In fact, all of creation is fed, even the dogs; all is held in place by the bread of heaven; Jesus, God’s love expressed in forgiveness and compassion.  The woman has pushed the dialogue outside the box of who’s in and who’s out.  She anticipates Paul who says in Christ there is neither Jew nor Gentile, slave nor free, male nor female.  She has no puffed up and polished façade to protect.  She is free to embrace Jesus as a believer for she knows she is not his equal.  
When she came and bowed down at his feet, it was not a manipulation.  She really got who he is.  Do we?  Do we get who he is?  Are we willing to follow him and not be scandalized when he asks us to see ourselves in the light of truth and forgiveness—a light that forces us to see that we are lower than him and in need of his help?  No, we are not equal to Jesus.  If we think we are, he will scandalize us.  He comes from another place and asks us to follow him.  The Syrophoenician woman saw this and was not put off.  She revealed this when she said “Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.”
Without skipping a beat Jesus responds “’For saying that, you may go—the demon has left your daughter.’  So she went home, found the child lying on the bed, and the demon gone.”  She was willing to accept the children’s crumbs for she knew eating them confirmed her as a child of God.  Amen.  
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