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The idea that Jesus is playing devil's advocate by first presenting the (faulty) position of his adversaries
makes sense of Jesus' uncharacteristic change of mind in the story. The woman's response is not so clever
or so powerful as to change a deeply-held belief about the trajectory of his mission. On the level of the
narrative, it provides the opportunity for Jesus to attack the stance of the religious authorities once more,
albeit in a more subtle fashion. Jesus' role as devil's advocate allows the woman to utter the very truth to
which he holds, and which is modeled in his own ministry and in the later mission of the church.

The effect of Mark's story telling is this: Instead of reflecting Jesus' own views, it highlights the
extreme difference between his perspective and that of the religious authorities on this matter. The reader
would expect this type of rejection to come from a Pharisee, but not from Jesus, especially as it follows
his statements of inclusiveness in Mark 7.1-23! 2 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 that 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 (Mark 7.31-8.10).

How DOES THIS SPEAK TO THE ISSUE OF BIBLICAL TEACHING ON WOMEN?
All of these observations point to one important aspect of the narrative: It is not primarily about the
supplicant's gender! The narrative emphasizes the fact that she is a Gentile, not a woman. Jesus' refusal
in the Markan narrative is not based on her gender, but on her ethnicity' And yet, the significance of the
insignificance of her gender should not go unnoticed. The point of the narrative (if my reading is correct) is
that Jesus does not make decisions based on the accepted barriers of his time. Her ethnicity might have been
a problem in the eyes of the religious establishment, but it was a non-issue for Jesus. How much more so her
gender, which gets no real attention from the narrative!

It is also important to recognize the unlikely strength of this woman. She manages to find Jesus when
he would rather be in seclusion. She approaches him for a request, knowing that he is a Jew, and may not
be inclined to grant it. When she is refused, she funnels that determination into "reasoning" with him, a
significant trait to possess as a woman in that culture. In a world based on hierarchy, a woman was thought
to possess less-developed reasoning than a man. Thus, she would not have been expected to be on the same
intellectual footing as Jesus. This woman had all these strikes against her, yet she was still able to reason
with-and on the level of-a man. Whatever Jesus meant by what he said (whether he was playing the part
or genuinely rejecting her request), it does not negate the cleverness of her retort. If she is really battling the
minds of the religious authorities, then she wins that battle by showing that the blessings of God's kingdom
can fall simultaneously to the Jews and the Gentiles.

She does this by playing along with the riddle, rather than rejecting its suppositions outright. In fact,
she plays the game well, changing slightly Jesus' word for children (teknon) to a term of endearment for
children (paidion). She does not angrily contradict him or try to shame him. She responds in the way she

2. In Matthew's version of the story, the disciples respond to the woman with irritation, urging Jesus to reject her
(Matt 15.23).
3. Within the narrative, this should not be surprising, since he has a significant amount of interaction with women (for
example, he has close contact with them while healing, Mark 5.25-34; and allows women to follow him, Mark 15.41).
However, in his sociocultural context, this is fairly progressive.
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needs to in order to get a positive reaction+ This is highlighted by the fact that Mark credits her "word" -
rather than her faith-for inspiring Jesus to heal her daughter (Mark 7.29).5

THE EFFECT OF MARK'S STORYTELLING
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 persons based on what dwells inside of 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. This new community is an inclusive one where a Gentile woman can
fully experience the blessings of God.

HOLLY J. CAREY IS ASSISTANT PROFESSOR OF BIBLICAL STUDIES AT ATLANTA CHRISTIAN COLLEGE. HER

PUBLICATIONS ON MARK INCLUDE JESUS' CRY FROM THE CROSS: TOWARDS A FIRST-CENTURY UNDERSTANDiNG OF
THE INTERTEXTUAL RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PSALM 22 AND THE NARRATIVE OF MARK'S GOSPEL (T&T CLARK,
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4. Rhoads, "Narrative-Critical," 359: "The cleverness of her response is that she honored his rejection and still found a
place for her request."
5. This is unlike a similar healing story (Mark 5.34), where it is the faith of the woman that has healed her. Matthew's
version of our passage, on the other hand, credits the woman's faith as the driving force behind her daughter's healing
(Matt 15.28). I would not, however, make so much of Mark's use of logos here (Mark 7.29) to suggest that the woman is
somehow carrying God's word to Jesus (as if teaching him), contra Rhoads, "Narrative-Critical," 361.
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