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“Do I Sound Like That?”

“They were astounded beyond measure, saying, ‘He has done everything well; he even makes the deaf to hear
and the mute to speak.’”

One of my most memorable childhood gifts was a tape recorder that my aunt and uncle gave me for my
birthday.  It was an old reel-to-reel model, so after some time figuring out how to thread the tape through the
recorder, I turned it on and spoke into the microphone.  I then rewound the tape to listen to what I had
recorded; but instead of hearing the voice that was so familiar to me, I heard a voice that sounded very
strange.  Who was this person whose voice was on my tape recorder?  Do I sound like that?

Many of us have had the same experience, since the voice we hear inside our heads isn’t necessary the voice
that other people hear.  Countless other recordings have taught me that the voice that came out of that tape
recorder is indeed the voice that other people hear – not only the tone of my voice, but the words that I speak. 
Whenever I am being recorded, I have learned to take care so that the words that I will later hear will not cause
me surprise or upset me, especially if what I say isn’t consistent with who I am or what I believe.  I strive to
make certain that I never have to ask do I sound like that because I have spoken something that is
inappropriate or hurtful.

I’ve often wondered how Jesus might react if the words he speaks in today’s Gospel lesson were recorded and
played back to him.  Would he have asked do I sound like that after the comments he makes to the
Syrophoenician woman, words that on first hearing sound very offensive?  Would Jesus have regretted saying
these words, apologized to the woman, and vowed to be more careful in future encounters with people he
meets beyond the borders?

Crossing borders and breaching boundaries have been a hallmark of Jesus’ ministry throughout the Gospels. 
He consistently reaches out to people who were considered out-of-bounds by his own people, those who were
considered outcasts or ritually unclean.  He dines with “tax collectors and sinners,” heals lepers and other
“unclean” people, crosses into Samaria to speak to an outcast woman at the well and sets aside purity laws
that have become an accepted aspect of the “teaching of the elders.”  In today’s lesson from Mark, Jesus
crosses a physical border into Gentile territory: “he set out and went away to the region of Tyre.” (7:24).  The
Evangelist doesn’t indicate why Jesus decides to cross the northern border of Galilee into Gentile territory, but
in so doing he enters a region into which the Jewish people would never dare step.  Mark does indicate that
Jesus desires to remain anonymous during his trip to Tyre: “he entered a house and did not want anyone to
know he was there”; but as often happens, Jesus could not escape notice: “a woman whose little daughter had
an unclean spirit immediately heard about him, and she came and bowed down at his feet.” (7:25).  Mark
identifies that woman as “a Gentile, of Syrophoenician origin,” yet somehow she has heard about Jesus and
displays faith in him that many of his own people lack: “Her understanding of Jesus’ teaching puts the
misunderstanding of the opponents, and even of his disciples, in a bad light.” (Pheme Perkins).  The
Syrophoenician woman clearly believes that Jesus has the ability to heal her daughter: “She begged him to cast
the demon out of her daughter.” 

The reader might expect Jesus to praise the woman for her faith (as he does in Matthew: “Woman, great is
your faith!  Let it be done for you as you wish.” – 15:28), but instead Jesus rebuffs the woman, suggesting that
his ministry is strictly to Israel, and likening her people to “dogs” – a great insult that was intended to degrade
those of whom it was used (“The Philistine said to David, ‘Am I a dog, that you come to me with sticks?’” – 1
Samuel 17:43).  In Jewish culture, dogs were not beloved family pets but were considered ritually unclean.  For



anyone to refer to another person as “dog” would be considered inappropriate; hearing it come out of Jesus’
mouth is shocking.  It is understandable that we might ask did he really say that?

Whatever might have inspired Jesus to utter such a shocking insult, it does not deter the Syrophoenician
woman, who by her reply shows that she is better able to engage the challenge posed by Jesus’ saying than his
own disciples: “Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.” (7:28).  It appears that Jesus
changes his mind in response to her retort, deciding that he will heal her daughter: “For saying that, you may
go – the demon has left your daughter.” (7:29).  When she returned to her home, she discovers that the demon
had indeed left her daughter; it is another example of Jesus’ power overcoming all that seeks to enslave
people, in this case reaching across the boundaries to heal a Gentile.

We could say that “all’s well that ends well,” that in the end the mother has prevailed, and the child is healed;
but that still doesn’t explain or excuse what Jesus says.  Does Jesus really believe that other people are less
than human?  What ever happened to “Jesus loves the little children, all the little children of the world”?  Has
Jesus been infected by the prejudices of his own people, to the point where he stoops so low as to insult a
desperate mother simply because she is somehow lesser than Jesus’ own people?  Did he really say that?

It would be easy to dismiss Jesus’ response as an example of his humanity and how easy it is for even him to be
infected by the prejudices of his people (as Rodgers and Hammerstein wrote in South Pacific, “you’ve got to be
taught to hate and fear … to hate all the people your relatives hate.”), but if Jesus is “true God, begotten of the
Father in eternity, and also a true human being, born of the virgin Mary” (Small Catechism), then we simply
can’t dismiss it as a case of God being “one of us.”  

Perhaps the key to understanding this disturbing story is to focus less on Jesus’ words than on the encounter
between Jesus and the woman.  Unlike many men of his time, Jesus never shies away from encounters with
women; he approaches the woman at the well in Samaria for a drink in John’s Gospel and has already been in
the presence of a woman who is healed of a twelve-year hemorrhage earlier in Mark (5:25-34).  The
Syrophoenician woman, in turn, is unafraid to approach a Jewish man on behalf of her daughter and does not
appear to be as shocked or offended by being referred to as a “dog” as we may be.  In fact, she appears to pick
up on what Jesus is doing when he addresses her and has a comeback that results in her gaining what she had
requested from him.  She recognizes that Jesus is engaging in a form of “oral combat” that was quite common
at the time, a form of rhetoric that requires an ability to respond with a saying of equal power.  Her response
uses the ambiguity surrounding the term “dog” (kynarion) to turn the demeaning metaphor to her advantage. 
She is treated as an equal by Jesus in this encounter, and by her ability to address him on equal ground she
gains healing for her daughter.

Another clue to help us understand Jesus’ words and actions in this story is to see it in the context of his
ongoing contest with the religious authorities of his day, whose world view is reflected in Jesus’ words.  For the
people of Israel, anyone outside of the community – Samaritans or Gentiles – as seen as being “unclean” and
unworthy of being treated as an equal.  The same people who chastised Jesus for his disciples’ lack of attention
to ritual hand washing were those who would have readily referred to a woman like one Jesus encounters as a
“dog” – or far worse.  

· “The narrative presents Jesus with an understanding of God and uncleanness which is different from
that of the leaders of Israel.  As depicted in the narrative, the leaders of Israel believe God and God’s
holy people will be protected from defilement by withdrawing from what is unclean.  By contrast, Jesus
does not act as if God or God’s people will be defiled by what is unclean.  Instead of withdrawing, God
is an active force which renders clean what was unclean.” – David Rhoads.



The offensive words that Jesus speaks – “Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children’s food
and throw it to the dogs” – may have been a familiar riddle rooted in the biases of his people.  Far from being a
statement of Jesus’ own prejudices toward other people (and again, if Jesus truly is the Incarnate Word of God
then this is impossible), it is a reflection of his opponents’ opinions of women like the Syrophoenician woman,
a person the so-called “righteous people” would have considered nothing more than an unclean dog.

· “His statement only makes sense if it is uttered, not as his own view, but as the faulty view of the
opposition.  If this is true, then Jesus’ initial rejection is meant to make the reader pause and ask, ‘Why
would he say that?’  The answer derived from the narrative context: He wouldn’t!” – Holly J. Carey,
Jesus and the Syrophoenician Woman: A Case Study in Inclusiveness.

Jesus is functioning as a “tape recorder,” playing back words that people may have spoken out of habit without
realizing how cruel and insensitive they are.  If someone is shocked by what Jesus says, they have to then take
a look at themselves and ask, “do I sound like that?  Did I really say that?” 

Jesus’ role as the “devil’s advocate” allows the woman – who recognizes that Jesus’ words are indeed a riddle
rather than his own opinion of her – to utter the very truth that he holds, which he will model in his own
ministry and later in the mission of the church, which is to “make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” (Matthew 28:19).

· “The intent of the narrative is not to portray a Jesus who had wishy-washy views about his mission;
one who was once exclusive, but became inclusive by means of a clever retort.  Instead, the way of the
narrative is told allows Mark to contrast the narrow-minded and exclusive stance of Jesus’ enemies
with his own broad and inclusive views of the beneficiaries of God’s blessings in his kingdom, which is
reflected in his healing of her daughter and his continued mission to the Gentiles he encounters.” –
Carey.

Jesus’ mission to the Gentiles – the “dogs” and outsiders of his people’s religious authorities – continues in the
second half of our Gospel lesson, when Jesus travels in the Greek region known as the Decapolis (“ten cities”). 
In a story similar to his encounter with a paralyzed man whose friends bring him to Jesus (Mark 2:2-5a), a “deaf
man who had an impediment in his speech” (7:32) is brought into Jesus’ presence by friends who “begged him
to lay his hand on him.”  As in earlier healing stories, Jesus touches the man and announces his healing, upon
which “immediately his ears were opened, his tongue was released, and he spoke plainly. (7:35).  The crowd
responds by praising Jesus for bringing the salvation promised by the prophets, who foresaw healings of blind,
deaf, and disabled persons as signs of the arrival of the messianic age: “Then the eyes of the blind shall be
opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped

· “[Healing miracles] are not some form of special magic or a promise that God will protect believers
from illness.  By linking the conclusion with God’s creative power, Mark indicates the true source of all
healing.  God’s power is at work, whether the healing takes place through our normal medical
interventions or as an unexpected event.” – Pheme Perkins.

There is one added detail that Mark includes in this story: he quotes Jesus speaking in his native tongue. 
“Ephphatha” is Aramaic for “be opened”; it is doubtful that any of the Gentiles of that region would
understand him, but his own people – both followers and opponents – would readily understand what he is
saying and see the result.  It is a way for Jesus to proclaim to them that he is the Messiah who will fulfill God’s
Will of being “a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel.” (Luke 2:32).

If we are still finding ourselves disturbed and offended by what we have heard coming out of Jesus’ mouth this
morning, then we have to ask ourselves why we are offended and what offends us.  Do we disagree with



looking upon another group of people as less than human, or do we hear our own biases towards others being
played back to us like our voices on a tape recorder?  Do we really believe that “there’s a wideness in God’s
mercy like the wideness of the sea,” or do we really believe that God’s love is meant only for those who are
within the boundaries that we have deemed “acceptable.”  Do we agree that “Jesus loves the little children, all
the little children of the world,” or do we really think that Jesus only loves certain children, only children who
are within our own tribe or clique?  Do we really believe that Jesus Christ is Lord of all – or only Lord of us?

· “By playing the part of the religious authorities, Jesus actually highlights the absurdity of exclusion
based on superficial issues such as ethnicity and gender.  God’s kingdom breaks down such outward
barriers and judges people based on what dwells inside their hearts.  This story, then, is a prime
example of Jesus’ subversion of exclusive boundaries based on surface issues and is an outworking of
those views that he had previously espoused in Mark 7:1-23.  The new community is an inclusive one
where a Gentile woman can fully experience the blessings of God.” – Carey.

“Do I sound like that?”

I’ve gotten used to the fact that the voice I hear inside my head is not the voice that others hear, since I’ve
heard myself enough times on recordings to know how I sound to others.  But what I pay more attention to is
not how my voice sounds but what my voice is communicating, especially since I have been called to use this
voice to share God’s Word.  Are the “words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart … acceptable to you,
O LORD, my rock and my redeemer” (Psalm 19:14), or are the words that I speak a reflection of my own
viewpoint?  Am I being faithful to my call as a pastor to “preach and teach in accordance with the holy
scriptures and [the Lutheran Church’s] creeds and confessions?” (ELW Ordination), or am I expressing my own
opinions and biases from the pulpit.  Am I truly giving a “faithful witness I the world, that God’s love may be
known in all that you do?” or is my witness in reality not a true reflection of the teachings and witness of our
Lord Jesus Christ, the true Head of the Church?

“Do we really sound like that?”

Jesus’ words are meant to shock us into looking at our own words and deeds, to ask what kind of witnesses we
have been as the Church that bears Christ’s name.  As one wise pastor proclaimed, being a witness is not a
choice; Jesus declares that “you will be my witnesses” (Acts 1:8).  The question is: are we faithful or unfaithful
witnesses?  Do our words and deeds reflect the love of God, or something that is complete foreign and
opposed to God’s Will?  Are we living and serving as Christ would have us do as his Church, or is our
congregation merely the result of our own desires and biases?  Are all welcome in this place, or is it a private
club for members of our own tribe, with no place for the “dogs” of our own time?

Do we sound like a Church that is truly walking in the light of Christ – or are the words that come from us doing
more harm than good?

What kind of witnesses are we? Amen.


