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Jesus says, “Woman, great is your faith.  Let it be done for you as you wish.”

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Brothers and Sisters, today’s text is a challenging one.   First, it challenges us to consider all God’s people –

those who are see themselves as the “inside family” and those we perceive as the “outside family”.   Second,

this passage calls us to refine our perception of Jesus, his understanding of ministry and his learning that

inspires expansion of his ministry to outsiders.  This change arises from his encounter with a perceptive, quick-

thinking and persistent female, an outsider who desperately seeks healing for her daughter.  Finally, the text

challenges us in our approach to ministry among all of God’s people today.

For many years I served a parish in the inner city of Philadelphia.   Most of its residents were African American. 

Single women with children headed most of the households.  Income for most families was at the poverty

level.   Many, many young people called that neighbourhood home.  Some were students in the parish school.

A young woman from that parish school taught me an important lesson.   I had casually asked her about her

family, expecting to hear about her brothers and sisters.  However, she described her family in an amazing and

culturally appropriate way.  The young woman began by telling me about her “inside family.”  The “inside

family” consisted of her mother, her brothers and sister, her grandmother, niece,  and an uncle.  The “inside

family” consisted of those persons who lived in that particular residence.  They were part of a household

headed by the mother or the grandmother.  Together they developed family rituals and practices that were

unique to that “inside family”.

Then I began to wonder.  If there was an “inside family”, logically speaking there must also be an “outside

family.”  They did not belong to the “inside” household.  Sometimes they were related and sometimes not –

uncles and aunts, half brothers and sisters, play relatives, other neighbourhood residents.   The “outside

family” could live locally or at a distance.   The concept of an “inside family” and an “outside family” was an

important learning for me.  It shed lights on the dynamics in today’s Gospel reading where Jesus is challenged

by a Caananite woman.

Scripture tells us that the people of Israel were God’s people.   They saw themselves as the house of Israel, the

“inside family.”  God called them to be a holy people.  That is, God set them apart to worship God and to serve

God’s purposes in the world.  They were to be a distinct people.  God gave them the land of Israel.  God gave

them the Ten Commandments to shape their life as a people.  God dwelt among them in the Temple.  God

gave them the Sabbath, so that the people might worship God weekly and receive renewal for their lives.  The

temple, the gift of the Law and the Sabbath all identified the people of Israel.  These gifts provided a boundary,

a protection around the people, so that their worship would be faithful and they would be obedient to God’s

will.  Boundaries are useful.  However, they become ways to exclude others and define them as an “outside

family”.  

The rest of God’s people became the “outside family”.  These were the Gentiles, the people from all nations. 

Israelites saw them as ritually unclean.  They did not enter the homes of Gentiles or eat with them.  Sometimes

they would travel long distances to avoid travelling in Gentile territory.  While the people of Israel were

considered to be set apart and clean, Gentiles were considered to be common or unclean.



This brings us to Jesus.  Jesus was a first century male born into the house of Israel.  He worshiped faithfully in

the synagogue, reading Torah and commenting on the passage.    He observed the Sabbath.   Jesus upholds

God’s Law.  In his controversies with the religious authorities, Jesus abrogates the tradition only when it

contradicts God’s Law.  Jesus is called to a ministry of teaching and preaching.  He brings the good news of the

kingdom of heaven.  He heals the blind and the lame and cures people of diseases.  However, Jesus believes

that he was sent “to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”  Jesus sets the same boundary for his disciples when

he sends them out to proclaim the good news (Mt 10:5).  They are to preach and teach among the “inside

family.”

Jesus’ focus, however, changes over his ministry.   At the conclusion of Matthew, the crucified and risen Jesus

meets his disciples on the mountain in Galilee.  There Jesus commissions them for ministry.  Jesus says, “Go,

therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of

the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you”  (Mt 28:19-20).   Jesus changes.  

Jesus learns and changes from his encounter with the Canaanite woman. 

Jesus withdraws to the district of Tyre and Sidon.   These places are in Caanan.  Centuries before when they

first entered the land, the Israelites had fought with the Caananites.  People of Israel considered the land and

its occupants pagan and unclean.    They are outside the boundaries set for the people of Israel.    

At this point an anonymous Caananite woman enters the scene.  The woman is part of the “outside family”

because she is a pagan from the region.  How she knew about Jesus is a mystery.  Perhaps local rumours had

told her of Jesus and his healing ministry.   Perhaps it was the love of mother for a desperately ill child.   She

keeps screeching, as she approaches Jesus, asking him to have mercy on her for the sake of her child.  

Although she is a foreigner, she addresses Jesus as the Son of David, the Messiah who had come from the

house of David.  She acknowledges that Jesus is Lord.  The disciples tire of her screeching and begging.  They

encourage Jesus to grant the woman’s request, so that she would go away.  

Now here is the hard part of the text.  Jesus ignores the woman and her plight.   Jesus recognizes where the

woman is from -- that she is an outsider.  Jesus restates to his disciples that his mission is to the lost sheep of

the house of Israel.  But, the Canaanite woman persists, kneeling and repeating her pleas for help.  

Jesus responds by restating his position and issuing a challenge.  Jesus says it is not right to take things that

belong to the children of Israel and throw them to the dogs.  The children’s food should not be thrown to the

dogs.  Jewish homes did not normally have household pets.  Dogs were regarded as scavengers that cleaned up

remains in the streets.  First century literature suggests that Gentile foreigners were called dogs.  This is an

insult.  The woman responds to Jesus’ challenge with a startling riposte. 

The Canaanite woman responds, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their master’s

table”.  Her response ascribes honour to Jesus as Lord.  She accepts the validity of Jesus’ statement that the

food of the children of Israel should not be thrown to the dogs.  She accepts that she is a Gentile foreigner. 

Yet, she turns Jesus statement around to carve out a place for herself at the table. She points out that dogs eat

the crumbs from the table that land on the floor.  (How many of us have dogs waiting for crumbs to fall from

our tables?)  The woman is content to receive those crumbs. Through her perceptive response she claims a

place at the table.  As the crumbs fall to the floor, she receives crumbs simultaneously with the people at the

master’s table.

We all know that crumbs in God’s hands are enough.  We know that Jesus can create food for huge crowds out

of few resources.  In the feeding stories, after the crowds are fed, there are always baskets of food left over. 

God is generous in giving God’s gifts to all God’s people.



In Jesus’ challenge and the Canaanite woman’s perceptive response, it appears that Jesus listens to the woman

and reconsiders the woman’s request for healing for her daughter.  Jesus remarks on the woman’s great trust

and grants her request.  Her daughter is healed instantly.  The woman goes home to a healed child.  And Jesus

expands his understanding of the “inside family” and the “outside family.”  The boundary separating the

people of Israel and Gentiles is being chipped away.  It continues until Jesus commissions his disciples for

mission to all nations at the end of Matthew’s gospel. 

Today’s church is the assembly of God’s people.  When we affirm our Baptism, we promise to live among God’s

faithful people, to hear God’s Word and share in the Holy Communion, to do justice in all the world, to serve all

people, to proclaim God’s kingdom through word and deed.  Rather than drawing boundaries which will

separate us from the world or keep us safe or preserve the purity of our lives, we are called to go out into the

world and to listen to others.  We are to meet others where they are.    We are called to break down the

boundaries that separate people.  In God’s world there is no room for divisions such as the “inside family” and

the “outside family.”

Rather than wondering about our neighbours, God calls us to go out and learn from them.  God calls us to

listen to our neighbours, to ask them about themselves and their needs and problems and concerns.  Just as

Jesus learned from the Canaanite woman, God calls us to learn from our neighbours.  We are called to form

relationships with people in our communities.  With deeper relationships we might be called to change our

views about our neighbours and their ways of coping with their challenges in daily living.  

Many people at Zion already serve in our community.  Visitors listen to residents in long term care

communities, hearing about their families and their joys and problems and providing comfort to those

residents.  Others sit with the dying, listening as they process their lives, so that they may die in peace.  Others

engage guests at the Friendship Meals, listening as they describe their struggles to make their income match

their expenses.  Still others go on mission trips.  As they build structures they listen to the needs and cares of

brothers and sisters in foreign nations.  Still others enjoy a cup of coffee with acquaintances at the mall and

support them throughout challenging circumstances.  Our listening to this cross-section of people -- all with

different life experiences –opens us to possibilities that we will change and new forms of ministry will develop.

Jesus encountered a persistent woman, an outsider, who would not let herself be dismissed.  She challenges

Jesus to listen, to reconsider his ministry and to learn.  Jesus did this and he learned that God’s kingdom is

bigger and more inclusive than he imagined.  The boundaries between the peoples are breached.  Following

Jesus’ example, we are called to ministries among all God’s people – to listen to people around us – to hear

their joys and sorrows, to hear their needs in their daily lives, and to act with love and compassion.  Lest we

think that this is an impossible and unmanageable task, let’s take a look at the words inscribed in the arch of

this building and hear Jesus’ encouraging words.    Jesus says, “Lo, I am with you always.”  Amen.


