
From Canaanite to Charlottesville
Isaiah 56:1-8;  Matthew 15:21-28

August 20, 2017

“No matter where you are from, we're glad you're our neighbor.” 
That's what it says on the sign out in front of our building. In fact, 
those words of welcome are written not only in English, but also in 
Spanish and Arabic. Like several others here, I have the same sign in 
my yard at home. And I'm always pleased to see others like it when 
I'm traveling around town.

These signs were created about a year ago in the midst of an 
electoral campaign where there was a lot of anti-immigrant rhetoric. 
Started by a church in Harrisonburg, Virginia, the sign can now be 
found in at least forty different states, three Canadian provinces and 
the West African nation of Liberia. The message of welcome and 
inclusion is especially important to proclaim now in the aftermath of 
the violence perpetrated by white nationalists last weekend in 
Charlottesville—only about an hour's drive away from the church that 
first created the welcoming sign.

The message is one that is firmly rooted in scripture. Our Old 
Testament text for this morning  is a prime example of this message. 
The prophet Isaiah looks ahead to the day when every tribe and every
nation will be a part of God’s people. Those who were formerly barred
from full participation in the community–eunuchs and foreigners–are 
welcomed. “For thus says the LORD: To the eunuchs who keep my 
Sabbaths, who choose the things that please me and hold fast my 
covenant, . . . I will give them an everlasting name that shall not be 
cut off. And the foreigners who join themselves to the LORD, . . . all 
who keep the sabbath, and do not profane it, and hold fast my 
covenant–these I will bring to my holy mountain,  and make them 
joyful in my house of prayer.”(v. 4, 6)

It is a vision of an international body serving the Lord in 
obedience and offering praise to God in the harmony of many 
tongues: “For my house shall be called a house of prayer for all 
peoples.”(v. 7) This sentence is one that Jesus himself quotes when 
he drives the money-changers out of the temple. (Matthew 21:12-13)
It is, in fact, this action on behalf of welcoming everyone into God's 
house that ultimately gets him arrested, tried and executed.

So I find it very puzzling and, frankly, quite disturbing to read 
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about what he does in today's New Testament text where we find 
Jesus acting in what seems to be a very “un-Jesus-like” manner. In 
this passage, Jesus makes a rare excursion outside of Jewish territory 
into “the district of Tyre and Sidon,”(v. 21) which would be present-
day Lebanon. And as soon as he arrives, he encounters a woman who
desperately begs him to help her daughter who is possessed by a 
demon.(v. 22) So Jesus heals her.

Actually, he doesn't do anything right away. At first, he 
completely ignores her. He doesn't respond at all until his disciples tell
him to get rid of this pesky woman who keeps yelling.(v. 23) And 
instead of rebuking them as he does when they try to keep parents 
from bringing their kids to him,(Matthew 19:13-15) he seems to 
agree with them by proclaiming that his ministry is “only to the lost 
sheep of the house of Israel.”(v. 24) He doesn't seem to accept any 
responsibility toward this Canaanite woman by adopting a sort of 
“Israel first” policy. She, however, refuses to take “no” for an answer, 
continuing to plead, “Lord, help me” as she fall to her knees.(v. 25) 
So Jesus helps her.

But not yet. In fact, not only does Jesus not help this woman, he
calls her—at least indirectly—a “dog.” “It is not fair,” he says, “to take 
the children's food and throw it to the dogs.”(v. 26) To refer to 
someone as a “dog” was considered one of the worst names that 
could be applied to other people back in Jesus' day. But this woman 
will simply not go away. In the now infamous words of Senator Mitch 
McConnell, “She was warned. She was given an explanation. 
Nevertheless, she persisted.” 

“Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their 
masters' table.”(v. 27) At this point, Jesus finally relents. He gives in 
and says to her, “Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as
you wish.” And Matthew reports that “her daughter was healed 
instantly.”(v. 28)  

It's a happy ending. But I'm left wondering, “Jesus, what took 
you so long? Why didn't you just heal her right away? Why did you 
ignore her? Why did you insult her?” It is a very troubling story. Jesus
is reluctant to do what seems like the obvious thing to do—to respond
to someone in great need with compassion and mercy. Instead, he 
waffles and waits and uses offensive language that seems so out of 
character for Jesus. 

To be certain, the woman has violated a whole range of social 
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taboos by talking to Jesus. For one, women weren't supposed to talk 
to men. But Jesus violates that taboo by interacting with women on 
many other occasions.(i.e., John 4:1-42; Luke 7:36-50). Another 
taboo said that Jews shouldn't mingle with Gentiles. Again, though, 
Jesus breaks this taboo repeatedly. He's already healed the servant of
a Roman soldier—a commander of troops occupying his own nation.
(Matthew 8:5-13) 

In taking such actions, we find echoes of stories from the Old 
Testament as well. We often tend to over-simplify our understanding 
of the Bible by declaring that the Old Testament is about “law” and 
the New Testament is about “grace.” But the fact is that there is a 
strong movement toward grace in the Old Testament. There are 
numerous instances where God's grace and mercy are indeed 
extended beyond the borders of Israel. Elijah brought the son of the 
widow in Zarephath back to life.(1 Kings 17:17-24) Elisha healed the 
Syrian commander Naaman of leprosy.(2 Kings 5:1-19) And as I 
noted earlier, in today's Old Testament passage, Isaiah explicitly 
welcomes some of those who had formerly been seen as outside the 
Law. Jesus follows this long prophetic tradition of extending the 
boundaries to “outsiders” as he interacts with foreigners and lepers 
and women.

In fact, earlier in this same chapter in Matthew, the Pharisees 
and scribes are critical of Jesus precisely because of his refusal to 
follow rules. He and his disciples violate the purity code by not 
washing their hands before they eat.(Matthew 15:1-2) Jesus' 
response to the Pharisees' complaint is found in the first part of our 
text for today, “[I]t is not what goes into the mouth that defiles a 
person, but it is what comes out of the mouth that defiles. . . . For out
of the heart come evil intentions, murder, adultery, fornication, theft, 
false witness, slander. These are what defile a person, but to eat with 
unwashed hands does not defile.”(v. 11, 19-20)   

Given this pronouncement, it is all the more disconcerting to 
hear what does come out of Jesus' mouth just a few verses later 
when he refers to non-Israelites as “dogs.” It sounds more like a 
tweet from Donald Trump than something Jesus would say.

It’s even more puzzling that Jesus defends his inaction by 
declaring that there isn’t enough bread to share with this woman in 
need. This passage is literally sandwiched between two stories of 
amazingly abundant bread. In the previous chapter, he took five 
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pieces of bread and two fish and fed some five thousand men, plus an
unknown number of women and children. And there were twelve 
baskets of leftovers.(Matthew 14:13-21) Then, just a few verses after
today's story, he takes seven pieces of bread and a few small fish and
feeds another four thousand men, plus an unknown number of 
women and children. And there are seven baskets of leftovers.
(Matthew 15:32-39) So why is he now being so stingy with the bread 
of life that he has to offer?

I wish I had an answer to that question. I wish I could explain all
the troubling aspects of this story. I wish I knew why he ignored her 
for so long. I wish I understood why he refused to help her at first. I 
really wish he hadn't used the term “dog.” Frankly, I wish Jesus would
have just done what he does in almost every other instance in the 
gospels: healed the woman as soon as she asked rather than 
dragging it out and being so resistant. 

Ultimately, though, Jesus does heal the Canaanite woman's 
daughter. Ultimately, Jesus praises this woman's “great faith”--a term 
that he never uses for any other person. Ultimately, Jesus recognizes 
that his ministry does extend beyond just those who are already part 
of God's covenant. Ultimately, Jesus fulfills the prophecy of Isaiah, “I 
will gather others to them besides those already gathered.”(v. 8) 
Ultimately, Jesus affirms that Canaanite lives matter.  

So maybe I don't need to understand exactly why he acted the 
way he did before he healed the woman's daughter. Maybe the 
question we should be asking is not, “Why was Jesus so reluctant to 
respond to the woman?” Maybe the more appropriate question is, 
“How can we follow his example in turning away from bigotry and 
privilege toward blessing and affirmation of those who are different?”

God's blessing is indeed for all. It is extended to those who had 
originally been excluded from the Law—to eunuchs and to foreigners. 
It is extended to women. It is extended to the sick. It is extended to 
obnoxious, whiny people who persist in spite of being warned. It is 
extended even to us. 

Let's face it: if Jesus' ministry had never been extended beyond 
the people of the first covenant, most of us wouldn't be here. Our 
ancestors were not part of the original covenant with Moses. And the 
big debate among the church in the New Testament was whether or 
not we Gentiles could really be a part of God's Kingdom. Thankfully, it
was eventually agreed that we could. So here we are—the “dogs” 
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have been granted a place at the table. 
Because of Jesus' wide reach, even we are welcome. Even we 

are heard and blessed. Even we are invited and included as part of 
God's people. And because Jesus has welcomed us, we are likewise 
compelled to extend that welcome as broadly as we can.

We are understandably appalled by the scenes from 
Charlottesville, Virginia last weekend. The images of young white men
marching with torches, confederate flags and swastikas while wearing 
makeshift riot gear is indeed a chilling sight. For many, it is shocking 
that this could still happen in our country in the 21st century. Over the
past week, many politicians, business leaders, activists and  members
of the clergy have responded with condemnation to the violence 
perpetrated by white nationalists. 

Soon, however, the headlines about Charlottesville will recede. 
They'll be replaced by something else, just as those headlines 
replaced the threats from Kim Jong Un that were so omnipresent a 
mere ten days ago. And just as many Americans have all but 
forgotten that we remain on the brink of a nuclear war with North 
Korea, so most will forget about the alt-right and the death of Heather
Heyer—at least until the next incident of racial violence close to home.
But just as our nation's militarism continues to be a threat to world 
peace, so also racism is still alive and well in this country. 

While it may have been more organized and larger than many 
others, the uprising in Charlottesville was not the first incident of 
racial violence in recent months. Nor is it likely to be the last. Just 
within the past year, right here in Kansas we've witnessed the murder
of an Indian immigrant in Olathe, and the arrest of three men for 
plotting to blow up an apartment complex filled with Somalis in 
Garden City. Like many such stories across the nation, these incidents
have raised questions of racism for a short time before fading again 
into the background.

In fact, the way that a lot of these stories get told only serve to 
perpetuate certain ideas that keep us from actually dealing with the 
racism that lives on in much more subtle ways. Let's face it: there are
very few Americans who will proudly display a swastika or chant, 
“Jews will not replace us.” There are very few Americans who will take
up a gun or a bomb and actively seek out immigrants or people of 
other faiths to kill them. So it's fairly easy to take a stand against 
such blatantly racist acts. Of course, that's what makes it all the more



troubling when the President fails to do so and is supported in his 
vague statements by very visible religious leaders like Franklin 
Graham and Jerry Falwell, Jr. 

Tweeting our outrage at neo-Nazis and the alt-right is fairly 
simple. It is far more difficult to work at dismantling the much deeper 
levels of racism embedded within our society. A society that broke 
treaties and stole land from Native Americans. A society that was built
on the backs of African slave labor. A society that told White Anglo-
Saxon Protestants, “Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled 
masses yearning to be free,” but has consistently resisted welcoming 
others from Irish Catholics to Russian Jews to Somali Muslims and 
from Chinese laborers to Mexican farm workers to Syrian refugees.

Working against that long history of racism is challenging. But 
there are plenty of opportunities to take part. One of the ways that I 
plan to step up in that effort is by attending the Mass Meeting 
tomorrow night in Topeka. On our last sabbatical three years ago, 
Barb and I had the opportunity to hear Rev. William Barber, who will 
be speaking there. When I saw him then, I recognized Rev. Barber as 
the closest embodiment of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. of anyone I've 
ever encountered. Now, Rev. Barber has picked up on the very project
that King himself was working on when he was murdered: The Poor 
People's Campaign.

It is almost exactly fifty years since Dr. King delivered his often 
overlooked “Three Evils of Society” speech in which he denounced 
“the triple prong sickness . . . of racism, excessive materialism and 
militarism.” It is these very evils that the new Poor People's Campaign
is seeking to cure. I hope many of the rest of you will be there as Rev.
Barber kicks off the effort right here in Kansas. But if you can't make, 
rest assured that you will be hearing about it from me and from 
others in the congregation as we look to implement efforts to create a
more just society and live more fully into the Reign of God.

We who are “good white people” like to think that we don't 
harbor racism within us. But we often fail to recognize the ways in 
which we continue to perpetuate prejudice and discrimination. Let me 
put it this way: if even Jesus—the Son of God, the incarnate word, the
savior of the world—if even he struggled with bigotry and privilege, 
then who are we to think that racism has no effect on us?

Jesus also provides us then with a model for how to overcome 
and transform our prejudices and presuppositions. For Jesus allows 
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himself to be taught by this person on the fringes—this foreigner 
whom he's not supposed to even be listening to. Jesus humbles 
himself by submitting to the will of the Canaanite woman.

 One commentator describes what happens this way: “Jesus the 
Human One, was human enough to have his Jewish male privilege 
with all its racism, pierced by plight of a poor and desperate woman 
who came from an enemy people. The glory is that Jesus, despite his 
privilege, was still able to be merciful; able to choose the way of God
—and that he did. The glory is that when he understood what he had 
done, and how he had behaved, he changed instantly, and healed the 
daughter of the woman; he fed her, just as he had fed his Jewish 
sisters and brothers.”

This morning, we gather at the table of the Lord to also be fed 
by Jesus. We are invited to feast on the Bread of Life, not forced to 
lick up the crumbs that fall on the floor. Though we may be unworthy
—though we struggle to overcome the systemic racism that grips our 
society—Jesus invites us to the table, declaring to us, “No matter 
where you are from, I'm glad you're my neighbor.”
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