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August 20 – Pentecost +11 

 

Genesis 45:1-28 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+45:1-28  

Matthew 15:21-28 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+15%3A21-28&version=NRSV  

 

Today’s gospel reading comes right after Jesus declares it’s not what someone eats or 

drinks that defiles a person, but rather what she or he says. ...What comes out of the mouth 

proceeds from the heart, and this is what defiles. For out of the heart come evil intentions, like 

murder, theft, and lying. These are what defile a person, as Jesus says, but to eat with unwashed 

hands does not defile.” The Pharisees must have been taking aback by Jesus’ words, but I’m 

guessing very few of us here are religiously concerned about washing our hands before we eat. 

That statement might not catch our attention, but what Jesus does next certainly should.  

When we get to our reading today, we see that Jesus is traveling, on His way to the 

Gentile area of Tyre and Sidon, and it seems almost immediately that a woman from there meets 

Him and shouts out, “Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a 

demon.” 

At first glance, nothing really seems special about this woman’s words. We see cries for 

help throughout the gospels; but in this brief sentence the Canaanite woman has demonstrated 

several things about her belief in who Jesus is. First, she cries out for mercy because she knows 

Jesus is able to do something about it. She’s intentional about approaching Jesus because she 

recognizes His power and willingness to show mercy on all who approach Him.1 By addressing 

Jesus as Lord she is also acknowledging respect for Jesus as a rabbi or religious teacher.2 And by 

referring to Him as Son of David she is appealing to His ancestry. This is Jesus from the line of 

David, who, if we look back to the beginning of Matthew, we see that in His genealogy are three 

Canaanite women: Rahab, Tamar, and Ruth.3 Perhaps this nameless Canaanite woman crying out 

for help is appealing to Jesus not only on account of His divinity and mercy, but also on kinfolk, 

and part of their shared ancestry. “Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David” short but powerful 

and actually very telling, but the woman also goes on to say why she needs help, “my daughter is 

tormented by a demon.” Jesus loved children right, so he must be willing to heal this child. Well 

no, not a first anyway. Jesus doesn’t even acknowledge her!  

How many of you can say that that’s probably the rudest reaction someone can have. Not 

a blunt rejection of “no”, or a semi-polite “maybe later but not right now” but instead just being 

flat out ignored. It’s like you’re invisible, you’re not even worth the decency of a response. Jesus 

did not answer the Canaanite woman at all. But it seems that the woman kept shouting and 

pleading to the point that the disciples are so fed up and come to Jesus and urge Him to send her 

away. And now Jesus speaks – seemingly to His peers, His Jewish, male counterparts while 

                                                           
1 Mitzi J. Smith, http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=3360 
2 Mitzi J. Smith 
3 Ibid. 
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https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+15%3A21-28&version=NRSV
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indirectly telling the woman why He’s not helping her. “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the 

house of Israel.” 

Jesus has healed many people already, so why not help this woman’s daughter? 

Essentially Jesus says, “I was sent only to misguided Jewish people.” You’re not part of my 

target audience, I’m focusing on proclaiming my message to Israelites, not just to anybody and 

everybody. Since you’re not Jewish I’m not really that concerned about you or your daughter for 

that matter.  

…but the woman persists. She comes and kneels before Jesus and simply says, “Lord, 

help me.” She’s obviously vulnerable and disadvantaged. An ethnic minority, a woman, and 

begging for help, while Jesus, a male Jew with the power to help is the exact opposite. And His 

response painfully, maybe even arrogantly, displays this. He answers her cry for help with, “It is 

not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” 

Just think about that for a second. We often cry out to God for help in our prayers. Can 

you imagine if we were somehow met with a “it’s not fair to take the children’s food and throw it 

to the dogs”? Dogs? Really? Personally I think my jaw would drop and I’d be speechless, 

dumbfounded.  

But not the woman. She says, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from 

their masters’ table.” Before we jump to Jesus’ reaction, is anyone surprised at how the woman 

responds? Not with an insult, not with indignation. Perhaps her love for her daughter is so great 

that she’s willing to bear the pain of the rudeness if it means a chance at healing. Maybe it isn’t 

fair to take the food meant for children and give it to the dogs, but you know what, the dogs still 

eat the crumbs that fall from the table.  

It might seem like a confusing response, but I think what the woman is trying to say is 

that even if Jesus was sent only to the house of Israel, and she might not be one of its children, 

she is still part of the household. Even the dogs are part of the home. With this painful, pitiable, 

yet faithfully persistent plea, the Canaanite woman asks to be seen and heard, recognized as 

another child of God.4 

The passage concludes: Then Jesus answered her, “Woman, great is your faith! Let it be 

done for you as you wish.” And her daughter was healed instantly. The end. It seems like quite 

an abrupt ending for the drama leading up to that declaration. Presumably the woman’s daughter 

is healed and she goes away after being commended for her faith.  

So what can we take from this story, particularly during this point in time? Just as the 

Canaanite woman shows Jesus that God’s mission, vision, compassion, and mercy are bigger 

than what He may have first intended, maybe the Canaanite woman teaches us at the same 

thing.5 That at a time when religious and ethnic minorities are being victimized, while some 

members of the dominant group seek to preserve self-interests, that mission, vision, compassion, 

and mercy and bigger and more important than we had first believed. I think it’s easy for us to 

look at Charlottesville and think that that wouldn’t happen here…well maybe not yet anyway. 

But let’s not deceive ourselves into thinking that division, and racism don’t exist here.  

                                                           
4 David Lose, http://www.davidlose.net/2017/08/pentecost-11-a-the-canaanite-womans-lesson/ 
5 David Lose 
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I think we can, and should, acknowledge that hatred and evil do exist, but I don’t think it 

does us any good to dwell on it, or to let it control what we do. Instead I think we should be 

motivated to work more diligently, to preserve the peace that we have, but also to persevere and 

strive for wholeness and inclusion for all people.  

The Canaanite woman’s faith led her to be active, and she persevered until she got what 

she needed. And it’s not easy. In the story Jesus’ disciples were urging Jesus to “Send her away, 

for she keeps shouting after us.” I think this is still telling of the church today. That those 

persevering are urged to be quiet, or sent away, while we as disciples fail to realize our 

responsibility to advocate and persevere as well. In 2017 we’re commemorating 150 years since 

Canada was founded, and we’re also marking 100 years since Vimy Ridge, 75 years yesterday 

since Dieppe, persevering does not mean passivity. We live in a peaceful country, in peaceful 

communities, but preserving that peace and maintaining it does require something of us, 

especially when others try to undermine it and target those who are vulnerable.  

I think in closing we would do well to take a few pointers from Joseph and our Genesis 

reading. What Joseph’s brothers meant for evil, God was able to turn into something good. God 

is able to inspire something good out of a bad situation. I don’t think of God as a master-

puppeteer pulling our strings to control our actions and movements. Joseph chose to remain 

faithful to God despite the challenges he faced, and God was able to work through him to do 

good, not only for his brothers and father, but for Egypt and those affected by the famine. God 

invites us but doesn’t force us. God invites us to persevere, to love God with all our heart, mind, 

body, and soul, and also to love our neighbour as ourselves. These two commandments are 

extremely difficult to do, especially when our neighbour might have very different values from 

our own. So what do we do? What does the Canaanite woman have to do with us? We are 

reminded that God’s mission, vision, compassion, and mercy, is not just for one group of people 

but for all peoples, regardless of race, ethnicity, orientation, gender, age, income, or any other 

marker. And as Christians we should persevere, just as the Canaanite woman, working for peace 

and inclusion not just for ourselves but especially for the ones who are most vulnerable in our 

society. May God give us the wisdom, determination and perseverance to work for wholeness 

and inclusion of all peoples. Amen.  


