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“Shock Effect”
“Woman, great is your faith!  Let it be done for you as you wish.”

South Side High School in Rockville Centre, NY is well known for many reasons:

· Its high academic standing; the school regularly appears on lists of the top 100 high schools in the
USA.

· It was the site of one of Martin Luther King Jr.’s final speeches before his assassination in 1968.
· And it is the alma mater of Howard Stern.

In addition to being one of the judges on America’s Got Talent, Howard Stern gained a reputation as a
“shock jock” who for decades has taken free speech beyond any previously known limits.  To his fans, Stern
is a champion of the First Amendment to the US Constitution’s guarantee of free speech; to his critics, he
deliberately provokes and offends many persons and invites others to commit acts of insensitivity and
cruelty.  His continuing run-ins with the Federal Communications Commission finally forced Stern to move
his program to satellite radio in 2006; his radio program had previously been dropped by a Toronto radio
station in 2001 after it had received a barrage of complaints.  

The shock effects that radio personalities such as Howard Stern use is not unique to broadcast media;
tabloid publications which prey on humanity’s basest instincts have existed for generations.  Even some
classic literature has made us of shock effects; in A Modest Proposal, Jonathan Swift makes a suggestion
“for preventing the children of poor people in Ireland from being a burden to their parents or country, and for
making them beneficial to the public” that is, to say the very least, quite shocking.  We might even hear a
shock effect being used by Jesus in his conversation with the Canaanite woman in today’s Gospel lesson;
his response to her request on behalf of her daughter appears at the very least to be out of character for our
Saviour, and at the worst utterly offensive and inappropriate.

Jesus’ encounter with this mother comes after his teaching to the crowds about what truly defiles a person;
this is in response to the Pharisees’ emphasis on ritual purity and their criticism of him for not following the
Law in the manner to which they feel is necessary for any righteous person.  In contrast, Jesus teaches that
“it is not what goes into the mouth that defiles a person, but it is what comes out of the mouth that defiles.”
(15:11).  What defiles a person is not what foods enter a person’s mouth, but what proceeds from the heart
through the mouth; this includes “evil intentions, murder, adultery, fornication, theft, false witness, [and]
slander,” a “vice catalogue” which was a form of early Christian instruction adapted from Hellenistic Judaism
(also found in Romans 1:29-31, 1 Corinthians 6:9-10, and Galatians 5:19-20).  What proceeds out of a
person’s mouth can cause tremendous damage to both the person who issues such words as well as to
those who are on the receiving end; “these are what defile a person, but to eat with unwashed hands does
not defile.” (15:20).

After he concludes his teaching, Jesus “left that place and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon.”  His
motive for this withdrawal is both to escape the threats of the Pharisees and to have some time for rest and
renewal.  But the fact that he chooses to cross the northern border into Gentile territory (modern-day
Lebanon) is significant; once again, Jesus is crossing a line which most of his fellow Jews would never dare
breach, because the walls that separated Jews and Gentiles were considered impenetrable.  But no border
or barrier could prevent word of Jesus’ teaching and healing from reaching even into this northern territory;
a Canaanite woman approaches Jesus shortly after he arrives and shouts to him “have mercy on me, Lord,
Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a demon.” (15:22).  The woman addresses Jesus with Christian
language of faith and worship adapted from the prayer language of the Psalter.  She has clearly heard
reports that have come north out of Galilee concerning Jesus and has come to believe that he is what the
Church confesses him to be – “Lord, Son of David” – and that he has the ability to liberate her daughter
from the forces which are enslaving the young girl.  In approaching Jesus, the Canaanite woman (identified
in Mark’s Gospel as a “Syrophoenician” woman) reverses the pattern usually found in such stories in which



a situation or event provokes a hostile question from some onlooker to Jesus, to which Jesus responds with
a corrective or reproving question and then a concluding statement (an example of this pattern is when the
Pharisees attempt to entrap Jesus by asking him “is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor or not?” [Matthew
22:17).  Jesus, “aware of their malice,” asks them to produce a coin that bears the image of Caesar, asking
“whose head is this, and whose title?”  When the respond that it is the Roman emperor, Jesus’ concluding
statement is “render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.”
[22:21]).  But in this encounter with the Canaanite woman, it is Jesus who provides the hostile saying, with
the Gentile woman offering the corrective statement.  It is a story that “describes the reversal brought about
by the woman’s persistent faith.” (Eugene Boring).

It’s not only this reversal of pattern that makes this encounter unusual; Jesus appears to be lacking his
characteristic compassion over the plight of those who come to him in the midst of their bondage to disease
and evil (“Filled with compassion, Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man.  ‘I am willing,’ he said. 
“Be clean!’” – Mark 1:41).  At first, Jesus ignores her, and the disciples are likewise unsympathetic: “Send
her away, for she keeps shouting after us.” (15:23).  When Jesus finally speaks in response to his disciple’s
request, he repeats his restriction that he first uttered in 10:6 that he was “sent only to the lost sheep of the
house of Israel,” which would preclude responding to someone who was outside of Israel’s boundaries.  But
the Canaanite woman is undeterred; kneeling in the posture of Christian worship, she once again
addresses Jesus as “Lord” and begs for his intervention on behalf of her daughter.

When Jesus finally does address her, his statement is so shocking that at first we can hardly believe that
Jesus would say such words to anyone, especially to a desperate mother pleading for healing for her
afflicted child: “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” (15:26).  Contrasting food
meant for the “children” (the people of Israel) with that given to the “dogs” (Gentiles) appears harsh and
dismissive; it lacks the implication in Mark’s account of this episode that there will be food for the Gentiles
once the “children [have been] fed first” (Mark 7:27a), which sets this encounter within the context of
Christological theology in which the Jews are the first to hear the Gospel which will later be proclaimed to
the Gentiles:

· “Then both Paul and Barnabas spoke out boldly, saying, ‘It was necessary that the word of God
should be spoken first to you [Jews].  Since you reject it and judge yourselves to be unworthy of
eternal life, we are now turning to the Gentiles.” – Acts 13:46.

In Matthew’s Gospel, there is no implication that there will be any future food, any future blessing for
Gentiles, including this woman whose faith in Jesus is met by uncharacteristic harshness and shocking
insensitivity on the part of our Lord.

But Jesus’ harsh words to not deter the Canaanite woman; seemingly unresentful of this analogy equating
her and her people as dogs (which in the ancient world were not the beloved pets we consider them to be
but were considered to be filthy beasts), she persists in making her requests known to Jesus.  Continue to
address him as “Lord,” she argues within the framework of his analogy that “dogs” receive crumbs even as
the “children” are fed: “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their master’s table.”
(15:27).  This responds leads Jesus to change his tone toward her, praising her for her faith and granting
her request: “’ Woman, great is your faith!  Let it be done for you as you wish.’  And her daughter was
healed instantly.” (15:28).  The woman’s “great faith” is in contrast to Peter’s “little faith” when Jesus
rescues him from the waters of the Sea of Galilee in 14:31.  Her daughter is healed immediately, in words
practically identical to the story of the centurion’s servant, another Gentile whose request for healing is
answered when Jesus instructs him to “go; let it be done to you according to your faith.’  And the servant
was healed in that hour.” (8:13).  In both accounts, Jesus steps outside of the boundaries of his society and
religion to grant healing to Gentile households; but he fact that his reaction to the centurion’s request lacks
the shocking insensitivity with which responds to the Canaanite woman is both puzzling and disturbing.

Biblical scholars and theologians have been attempting to understand Jesus’ intentions and motivation that
were behind his shocking response to the Canaanite woman for generations.  In one of his conversations



with colleagues that are including in Table Talk, Martin Luther sees Jesus as testing the woman’s faith, and
rewarding her on the basis of her response:

· “Christ was therefore sent to the Jews in person because they had the promise of his person.  The
Gentiles didn’t have the promise but they had mercy [Romans 15:9, “… in order that the Gentiles
might glorify God for his mercy.”].  He didn’t speak to us but about us.  He wished to test the
woman’s faith, and when she said, ‘Lord, it’s true, I don’t deserve it, and I know that I didn’t have the
promise,’ he heard her prayer.” 

Others place this episode within the context of the early Christ community’s struggle to understand how the
salvation God offered through Christ could extend even to the Gentiles: “Salvation comes through Israel,
but it overflows for the benefit of all.” (Loyola Press).  One contemporary Biblical commentator interprets this
episode as being an example of Jesus’ humanity, of his being “a true human being, born of the virgin Mary”
(Small Catechism):

· “We cannot hide from this.  We must not water down the offence with claims that he engages in
banter, or talk of puppies, or that he tests her faith.  A fully human Jesus suffers racist
preconceptions and cultural blinkers just like the rest of us.  And like the rest of us, a fully human
Jesus will one day have a shouting woman, or refugee, or disabled person try and tear them off him
…He is fully human because like us he has limitations.  He has to learn.  His horizons need to be
expanded.” – Andrew Prior.

But perhaps another way to look upon Jesus’ motives behind his shocking remarks is to go back to his
words that he addressed to the crowds on what comes out of a person’s mouth is what defiles that person. 
We may indeed be shocked by Jesus’ harsh words – but have we ever said something similar about
another person?  Do we look down upon others as if they were inferior, less than human, unworthy to sit at
table and share in the Lord’s bounty?  Perhaps the “shock effect” here is that we hear Jesus repeating what
comes out of our mouths all too often – and that is what truly defiles and degrades us and others.

Martin Luther addresses this issue in his explanation of the Eighth Commandment, “you shall not bear false
witness against your neighbour.”  As he does in each of his explanations of the Decalogue, Luther
challenges us to look beyond our surface interpretation to the challenge each of these commandments
make on the manner in which we live together as people of God:

· “We are to fear and love God, so that we do not tell lies about our neighbours, betray or slander
them, or destroy their reputations.  Instead we are to come to their defence, speak well of them, and
interpret everything they do in the best possible light.”

As we have been born anew as children of God through water and the Word, we need to look upon every
person in the same manner, as one who is a beloved child of God, a person for whom Christ died so that
we might die to sin and rise to newness of life.  We have to look upon every person we meet not in the
manner we may have in the past, but in light of who we are now that we have been “sealed by the Holy
Spirit and marked with the cross of Christ forever:

· “From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view; even though we once knew
Christ from a human point of view, we know him no longer in that way.  So if anyone is in Christ,
there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see everything has become new!” – 2
Corinthians 5:16-17

Because we are a part of this new creation, we can no longer live as we once did before we were born
anew in Christ.  The manner in which we live, the way in which we look upon the world, and especially the
way in which we view and speak of other persons must reflect the transformation that has occurred in our
lives.  If we speak of others as we once may have before we became children of God, then we are not living
in the manner that is appropriate for one who bears the name of Jesus Christ, and such language would be
as shocking, offensive and inappropriate coming out of our mouths as it sounds to us coming out of the



mouth of Jesus.  It would not only be a false witness to others of the light of Christ that we are called to
bear, but a violation of Jesus’ interpretation of the Fifth Commandment in his Sermon on the Mount:

· “You have heard that it was said to those in ancient times, ‘You shall not murder’; and ‘whoever
murders shall be liable to judgment.’  But I say to you that if you are angry with a brother or sister,
you will be liable to judgment; and if you insult a brother or sister, you will be liable to the council;
and if you say, ‘You fool,’ you will be liable to the hell of fire.” – Matthew 5:21-22.

Our call as Christians is to live as Christ would have us live, in word as well as in deed, making certain that
every word that comes out of our mouth does not defile us but is a reflection of who we are and the one to
whom we belong.

· “As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility,
meekness and patience.  Bear with one another and, if anyone has a complaint against another,
forgive each other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive.” – Colossians 3:12-
13.

The pastor of the church where I worshiped during my years as a university student always began his
sermons with a prayer: “May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable to you, O
Lord, may rock and my redeemer.” These words from the psalmist are appropriate not only for a preacher
but for all of us as we live each day as children of God; may our words always be acceptable to God,
always in service to fulfilling God’s Will, and always with the purpose of sharing God’s love and building up
God’s Kingdom.  May we never find ourselves in a position where we are as shocked with the words we are
speaking as we are when we hear shocking words being spoken to us – either by a modern-day shock jock
or coming out of Jesus’ own mouth.  May it always be our prayer that God will “take my voice and let me
sing always, only for my King; take my lips and let them be filled with messages from thee.” Amen.


